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ABSTRACT 
Habitation and the Invention of a Nation, Singapore 1936-1979 
Eunice Seng 
 
This dissertation examines the history of housing and domesticity in Singapore by proposing 
public housing as the prime mover in the formulation of a national identity. In so doing, it traces the 
network of relations and spatial practices in the decades that span the Second World War and the 
country’s Independence (1959), reaching back to the 1930s and the implementation of the first block of 
low-cost public housing by the colonial Improvement Trust in 1936, to the inception of the Island Concept 
Plan and the consolidation of Singapore as a Garden City by the late 1970s.  
 
On the one hand, this dissertation attends to the architecture, planning, and propaganda of 
housing as instruments in the making of a public body that extends beyond the inhabitants of housing 
estates to the entire citizenry in post-colonial Singapore, particularly in those spaces designated for the 
public. On the other, it examines the aesthetic and technological extension and adaptation of the colonial 
apparatus, in which the intersection of architecture, planning, housing design, media and politics 
transformed the postwar landscapes of the city-state. This argument demonstrates, in particular, how the 
Modernist concern with social and urban planning, which entered British policy and propaganda and led 
to the incremental termination of the Empire, was employed by Singapore’s incumbent government to 
construct housing as a national project. The circulation of technologies, methodologies, and mindsets 
within the Empire – between the Colony and the hinterland prior to 1959, and later between the 
postcolonial Nation-state and other territories (such as other Southeast Asian nations and Australia) – 
constitute a complex of power relations, knowledges, and institutions that were reproduced even after the 
demise of the British Empire, during the nation-building phase. This encompasses the policy relationships 
within the various national authorities and the industrial sector, such as the state sponsorship of research, 
development, production, maintenance, and support for the education and training of professionals 
(architects, planners, surveyors, and estate managers) and administrators, as well as the deployment of 
equipment and facilities within the national development policy. In conjunction with resettlement and town 
planning projects, educating the populace on the spaces and objects in the modern home, and the 
appropriate conduct of modern living, was also integral to the project of nationalism.  
This dissertation also considers how developments in the sphere of public housing provision 
realigned the social relations and collective identity of a largely immigrant population. The argument 
advanced here proposes that the advocacy of aesthetic and societal change within the various 
constituencies of the Modern Movement not only affected the gathering momentum for colonial devolution 
in between the wars but also underpinned the policies of the socialist government in early post-
independent Singapore. Specifically, the Modernist critique of social hierarchy was adopted to replace the 
traditional, historical-based approach, which in Singapore’s case was mainly the spatial segregation of 
races set in place by Raffles and the colonial planners in the nineteenth century – between the colonists 
and colonials, and between the Chinese, Malays, Indians, and other minorities. The Second World War 
had also exposed the limitations of British Imperial power already on the decline. In this respect, 
Modernism can be read as a disruption of those systems and networks, though they were in fact closely 
associated with British colonialism.  
This dissertation contains four main chapters, plus a prologue and an epilogue. The first two 
chapters attempt to map public housing built upon the tropes of crisis and public improvement for which 
the garden city became the ultimate national project of improvement. The third and fourth chapters 
examine the forms and spaces of housing in conjunction with the urban renewal program and how they in 
turn led to in a totally planned environment in which public spaces, public discourses, and identities are 
subsumed. The epilogue returns to the deployment of the garden city as instrumental to the 
domestication of the disparate voices and identities within the public by providing a specific aesthetic for 
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Map of Malaya showing the island state of Singapore at the southern tip of the peninsula (in 




Sketch diagram of the post-colonial complex visualized in terms of agglomeration of housing 




Heroic modernism. Singapore Conference Hall and Trade Union House designed by Malayan 
Architects Co-Partnership (Lim Chong Keat, William S.W. Lim and Chan Voon Fee) and 





Lt. Jackson’s Plan of the Town of Singapore, 1828; c.1922. The European town and the 
Chinese quarter are on either sides of the Singapore River, which was flanked by the central 
business and government area. The other ethnic groups – Arabs, Bugis, Chuliahs and 
“natives” (Malays) – are in small kampongs along the periphery of the city center. From NAS 




Diagram showing the number of deaths recorded in five years (1901-05) from tuberculosis in 
two blocks of houses: “The plan […] very graphically illustrates the great incidence of the 
disease in houses of a class which are numerous in the town […] The disease once in a 
house tends to recur, some years being worse than others, until it almost assumes an 
epidemic form. The conditions as regards light and air in a house that are favorable to 
phthisis are also those which are favorable to plague, whenever this disease acquires a firm 
hold in a town.” From Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Conditions of Singapore (1907), 10, 




Insanitary housing conditions as presented by Simpson. Left: Photo showing central passage 
on lower floor of tenement house. Middle: Central passage of lower floor in tenement house, 
with cubicles on each side. Right: Raised Malay huts on the mud flats of the Singapore River; 
hut in which dark dwelling rooms were constructed underneath the original floor. From 




Two-story house converted into a tenement house: “The lower floor is subdivided into dark 
and ill-ventilated cubicles, each of which is used as a living room by one or more inmates.” 




Left: A nineteenth-century illustration depicting a procession down a main street lined with 
southern Chinese-style urban shop-dwellings. Detail of a drawing by a Chinese news 
illustrator Wu Youru. Right: Development of the Singapore shophouse. From Lee Ho Yin, 




Shophouse urbanism. Left: View across the roofs at Upper Nankin Street. The shophouses 
were built back to back, with no source of interior ventilation other than air-wells From 
Barrington Kaye, Upper Nankin Street Singapore (1960). Right: View across the roofs of a 
lane-housing compound. As with the similar southern-Chinese urban typology that was 
adapted in the Singapore shophouse, each of these houses contained a sky-well (literal 
translation from the Chinese tian jing) but the lanes were conceived of as part of the housing 
compound rather than introduced later, as in the “back-laned” blocks in Singapore. From Luo 







Crowding at Upper Nankin Street. Left: Nos. 11-16 Upper Nankin Street, 1960. 338 persons 
lived within these six three-story shophouses. Right: No. 17: two-story shack housed a family 
of five with no water, sanitation or drainage. From Barrington Kaye, Upper Nankin Street 




Kampong Silat. Left: Fire at Kampong Silat leaving 200 homeless. Source: The Straits Times, 
July 21, 1940, 20. Right: Newly completed SIT flats in Kampong Silat. From The Straits 




Fire on Friday the 13th in Kampong Tiong Bahru, Feb. 13, 1959. Left: “Densely population 
village destroying homes of at least 12,000 people.” From NAS 15899/PCD0068-034. Right: 
“People who lost their homes during the fire, gathering at a construction site with their 




Left: “Huge ball of smoke rises over the devastated area in the Kampong Tiong Bahru Blaze. 
In the background are some of the flats being built to house victims of the former Tiong Bahru 
Fire.” From NAS 0000735812/PCD0293 – 0083. Right: Fire on Hari Raya Day that wiped out 
the entire Kampong Bukit Ho Swee on May 25, 1961. Entire settlement razed to the ground. 




Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site. Top left: Aerial View of Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site showing newly 
constructed HDB flats, c1962. Source: NAS 0000040809/19980000112 - 0059. Top right: 
Nine-story blocks at Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site Phase I. From NAS 
0000041845/19980005594 - 0114. Bottom left: Six-story blocks, Phase II. NAS 
0000375065/19980005594 – 0106 Bottom right: Six-story blocks, Phase III. NAS 




Geylang Serai Village. From top: a. Survey Map, 1934, showing the extent of the Geylang 
Serai Village (upper right). b. Survey Map, 1945, showing Geylang Serai Village as an edge 
flanked by dense street network to the east, south and west. C. Part of the Master Plan 1958, 
showing survey of landuse, including Geylang Serai (right), which was identified as 
temporary residential areas. NAS, Town Map Sheet 1/172 (20/34). d. Aerial view of the heart 
of Geylang Serai, “Malay Village”, 2011 – a (reconstructed) showcase for selling Malay goods 
and venue for Malay events and festivals. It has been designated as part of the Singapore 




Estate surveillance. Left: Members of the [all-male] Vigilante Corps, Singapore, on rounds at 
dusk. The menfolk combed the areas beyond the estate for undesirables whilst the women’s 
sphere was within the estate. Right: Children’s playground in Bukit Ho Swee estate. From 




Surveillance from the flat. Left: View of a “sitting room” in an HDB flat. The operable steel 
louvers directed views from outside towards the interior. Right: “Deterrents to Juvenile 
Delinquency: Mother can keep one eye on the children and the other on her cooking at the 
same time.” From Seow, Report on New Life in New Homes (1965), 40 and 65. Also in HDB 
Annual Report 1962, 38.  
 
Fig. 2.01 Ebenezer Howard, Garden City and Rural Belt; Ward and Center of Garden City, 1898. From 




The various stages of the Padang viewed from the Esplanade, Singapore. Top left: The 
residences of Dr. Montgomorie and Thomas Church on the corner of Coleman Street, 1850s. 
Bottom left: a venue for “great occasions,” 1950s. Top right: The Peninsular Hotel and 
Shopping Complex constructed on the site of George D. Coleman’s House (1829-1969), 








Camillo Sitte’s improvement projects in Vienna. Left: Project for the transformation of the 
Votive Church plaza in Vienna. Center: Projected plaza layout in front of the Parliament 
building. Right: Sitte’s suggestion for the transformation of the western portion of the 




Top: Le Corbusier, 400 square yard plot per family with 100 square yard of habitable space; 
“Plan of a Garden-City Housing Scheme on the Cellular System” (Source: Le Corbusier, The 
City of To-Morrow and its Planning, 1987). The scheme further demonstrates his idea for the 
valorization of the ground. At the same time, it replaces the traditional street with the brid of 




Site plan of proposed ‘European style bungalows’ (House types A, B, C, E) at Chancery Lane 
and Barker Road, 1920. Owner: Khoo Kok Wah; Architect: Lim and Seah Architects and 




‘European style bungalows’ (House types A, B, C, E) at Chancery Lane and Barker Road, 
1920. Owner: Khoo Kok Wah; Architect: Lim and Seah Architects and Surveyors. From NAS 
694/1920 
 
Fig. 2.07 Simpson’s Plan of Proposed Improvements: An improvement plan showing the introduction 
of back lanes and an open space in the tenement houses bounded by China Street, Church 
Street, Telok Ayer Street and Peking Street. From Simpson’s Report, 1907, Plan XXIII.  
 
Fig. 2.08 Simpson’s Plan of Proposed Improvements for a block bounded by Queen Street, Middle 




Modern model housing. Top Left: Site plan and aerial view of houses at the 
Weissenhofsiedlung Exhibition, 1927.  From Karin Kirsch, Weissenhofsiedlung: experimental 
housing built for the Deutscher Werkbund, Stuttgart (1987) [1927]. Top right: “Model 




SIT’s first public housing. Left: First SIT block of ground floor shops and upper floor flats at 
Tiong Bahru, 1936. “Improvement Trust Flats Occupied.” The Straits Times, December 2, 
1936, 18. Right: Proposed plan of the main portion of Tiong Bahru estate with a central 




SIT’s horseshoe block type. Left: An aerial view of Tiong Bahru Estate with the horseshoe 
block in the middle, from the cover of The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1953. 
Right: Entrance to the horseshoe block at Kim Pong Road from northwest. From Edmund 




Plan of Tiong Bahru published by SIT in 1949, showing the blocks completed before 1948 
(black), the blocks under the 1948 program (grey) and those under the 1949 program (white). 
Redrawn by author. 
 
Fig. 2.13 Plan of Tiong Bahru published by the SIT in 1951, showing all the completed blocks. Source: 
James M. Fraser, The Work of the SIT, 1949 and 1951. Redrawn by author. 
 
Fig. 2.14 Singapore before the Master Plan. Map of Singapore, 1947. From Waller (2001).  
 
Fig. 2.15 Singapore after the Master Plan. Master Plan for Singapore prepared by the Master Plan 
team led by Planning Adviser D.H. Komlosy showing expansion and decentralization of urban 







The Princess Estates. Top: Plan of Princess Elizabeth Park Estate showing blocks of flats 
arranged around a large, open quadrangle, Singapore, 1949. Bottom: Plan of Neighborhood I 
(Princess Margaret Estate) showing clusters of eight to ten linear blocks arranged on a large 
green field or enclosing a green open space, Queenstown, Singapore, 1954.  From SIT 1949 




Quadrangles of open spaces in the housing estates. Left: Alexander Road Housing Scheme, 
Singapore, 1951. Right: Havelock Road Scheme, Singapore, 1951. From SIT 1951. 
 
Fig. 2.18 The shopping center in the housing estate. Victor Gruen, Southdale Shopping Center, Edina, 
Minnesota, 1956 – aerial photograph and plan. From Gruen. The Heart of Our Cities (1964), 
193.  
 
Fig. 2.19 The shopping center in the housing estate. Top: Aerial view of two-story shopping center 
surrounded by seven- to ten-story blocks of flats in Princess Estate, Singapore, 1956. 
Bottom: Panoramic view of shopping center consisting of market and shops in Neighborhood 




Measures taken to build a sense of community amongst Trust estate residents. Left: “A Lady 
Housing Visitor explaining tenancy conditions to a new tenant on handing over a flat at 
Princess Estate, Queenstown.” Right: Seedlings being prepared in the SIT nursery for 





The Sennett Estate. Singapore. Partial plan by Swan & Maclaren for Sennett Realty Co. Ltd., 
showing the large park in the west (top right corner), 1951. From NAS 944/412/51  
 
Fig. 2.22 The Sennett Estate: G-type bungalow with three bedrooms, servants’ quarters and a garage 
by Swan and Maclaren – plan and watercolor rendering, c. 1953. From “Singapore Housing 
Scheme.” HK Builder (1951): 61-62.  
 
Fig. 2.23 The Sennett Estate: D-type semi-detached bungalow with two bedrooms, servants’ quarters 
and a garage by Swan and Maclaren – plan and photograph, c. 1953. From “Singapore 
Housing Scheme.” HK Builder (1951): 61-62; Burgess (Jul. 1953): 402.  
 
Fig. 2.24 The Sennett Estate: F-type two-story terrace houses at Sennett estate by Swan and 
Maclaren – elevation, photograph, and ground floor and first floor plans, c.1953. From 
“Singapore Housing Scheme.” HK Builder (1951): 61-62; Burgess (Jul. 1953): 402.  
 
Fig. 2.25 The Serangoon Garden Estate, Singapore. Top: Site plan, 1951. Bottom: Photograph 
showing newly constructed bungalows at Serangoon Garden Estate, 1954. From NAS 
0000019971/71258 
 
Fig. 2.26 The SIT’s proposed plan for Toa Payoh New Town, 1958. From SIT 1958, plan insert after 
page 24. 
 
Fig. 2.27 An artist’s impression of what HDB’s Toa Payoh new town would look like from the air, as 
published in the Straits Times, June 27, 1964, 10. 
 
Fig. 2.28 Ring City Singapore. Singapore Concept Plan (“Ring Concept Plan”) 1971 – “Employment, 
Housing and Recreation for a 4 Million City.” Prepared under the UN urban renewal and 
development project by the Urban Renewal Department (URD) with the assistance of 
Crooks, Michell, Peacock and Stewart (UN consultants attached to the project). From 
Abrams, Charles, Kobe, Susumu, and Koenigsberger (Nov. 1963).  
 




traffic network. From The Straits Times, April 8, 1970, 5.  
 
Fig. 2.30 Deterrents to Juvenile Delinquency. “1. Mother can keep one eye on the children and the 
other on the cooking at the same time; 2. “Children’s playground – Bukit Ho Swee” (Source: 
Report on New Life in New Homes, 1965). Right: Shopping center, also called the “Social 
amenities center,” at Toa Payoh, 1967. From HDB 1967. 
 
Fig. 2.31 Pedestrianized town shopping center at Toa Payoh. Left: Cover of HDB Annual Report 1969 
showing the paved pedestrianized shopping center at Toa Payoh Town Center. (Source: 
HDB 1969) Right: Site plan of Toa Payoh Town Center Town Garden Sports Complex, 1973 
From HDB 1973. 
 
Fig. 2.32 The launch of the “garden city.” Left: PM Lee planted a tree to launch the island-wide tree 
planting campaign at Holland Circus during his tour of the Ulu Pandan constituency. The 
Straits Times, June 17, 1963, 7. Right: Acting Prime Minister Goh launched annual Tree-
Planting Day by planting a rain tree on Mount Faber. The Straits Times, November 8, 1971, 
17 
 
Fig. 3.01 Town Planning and Housing Exhibition, November 29 to December 11, 1948. Left: 
Abercrombie speaking at the Exhibition. Right: Trustees and members of the SIT Board, the 
Colonial Secretary and member of Legislative Council, examining a model of Tiong Bahru 
estate. James M. Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1948 (Singapore: SIT, 1948), 24, photo 
insert.From James M. Fraser. The Work of the SIT 1948. Singapore: SIT, 24 photo insert. 
 
Fig. 3.02 Two- to eight-room flats for professional and business classes at Ringparken, Copenhagen, 
designed by Skjot Pedersen, 1935. From F.R.S. Yorke and Frederick Gibberd, The Modern 
Flat, 1950. 
 
Fig. 3.03 The SIT’s pre-war blocks with “streamline modern” aesthetic. Top: Four-story horseshoe 
block at Moh Guan Terrace, c1949; a block on Eu Chin Street, c.1947. Bottom: Post-
Occupation Tiong Bahru flats designed by Chief Architect Stanley Woolmer and Senior 
Architect Lincoln Page, c1948. From SIT 1948, cover and page 6 inserts. 
  
Fig. 3.04 The SIT’s modern walkup flats at Tiong Bahru. Left: James Fraser with the officer 
administering the government inspecting new flats at Tiong Bahru Road, c.1949. Right: 
Three-story shop-flats (left) and four-story flats (right) along Seng Poh Road, c.1948. From 
SIT 1949. 
 
Fig. 3.05 The SIT’s housing estate for the working class. Left: Model of Kampong Silat Estate, 1948. 
Right: Model of Princess Elizabeth Estate, 1950. From SIT 1948 and SIT 1950. 
 
Fig. 3.06 The SIT’s workmen flats. Top left-right: Type plans of three-story block of workmen flats at 
the Kampong Silat and Princess Elizabeth Park Estates. Bottom left-right: Three-story 
workmen flats at the Kampong Silat and Princess Elizabeth Park Estates (background). From 
SIT 1940, 1950 and 1951.  
 
Fig. 3.07 Rectilinear box-like flats at Tiong Bahru after 1949 – The balconies and stair cores of the 
“new” flats were rectilinear instead of curved with circular openings as in the pre-1949 flats. 
Left: Proposed new four-story flats under the 1950 program – typical floor plan and artist’s 
impression, c.1949. Right: Eleven blocks of four-story flats at Tiong Bahru Road – typical 
floor plan, 1949; and photograph, 1952. From HDB Annual Report 1949, 10, photo inset; and 
HDB Annual Report 1952, 34 photo inset.  
 
Fig. 3.08 Type plans of SIT post-war workmen flats. Left: Split upper and ground floor plan of two-story 
semi-detached flats with balcony shared by living room and bedroom and flushed with 




connected to curvilinear living room balcony, 1949 program (identical to the three-story 
blocks at Princess Elizabeth Park Estate Fig. 3.04). From HDBAR 1948, 1949.  
 
Fig. 3.09 From flat to pitched roofs. Left: Roofscape of Tiong Bahru Estate northwards down Eu chin 
Street towards Seng Poh Road, c1947. From SIT 1947. Right: Aerial view of Tiong Bahru 
Estate showing the same pre-1948 blocks in pitched terracotta-tiled roofs and the newer flat-
roofed blocks to the north; the roofscape remained unchanged from the late 1950s. © Google 
Earth 2012.  
 
Fig. 3.10 Plan of Tiong Bahru Estate under the 1950 building program. From SIT 1951.  
 
Fig. 3.11 Layout Plan of International Exhibition on Low cost Housing at New Delhi, 1953. From HK 
Builder 10, no.4 (1953): 55.   
 
Fig. 3.12 SIT’s three blocks of nine-story flats at Upper Pickering Street, 1951 – site plan, floor plans, 
section and elevation. From IAMJ 3, no. 1 (1953): 5 and 37.  
 
Fig. 3.13 Princess Margaret Estate (Princess Estate for short) - SIT’s fully completed estate based on 
the neighborhood unit in Queenstown: Aerial rendering of the estate, 1955. From SIT 1955, 
insert after page 34. 
 
Fig. 3.14 Typical plans of housing units in Princess Estate, Queenstown, 1954. From SIT 1954, insert 
15 after page 30 and insert after page 60.  
 
Fig. 3.15 Annual building plans in relation to rentals, as published in The Work of the SIT 1955. The 
seven groups of low-rise flats (one- to four-stories) ranged from a 336-square-foot one-
bedroom unit without a bathroom or toilet at less than S$20 per month (Group 1) to a 633-
square-foot two-bedroom unit at a maximum cost of S$50 per month (Group 7). From SIT 
1955, 68. 
 
Fig. 3.16 Low Cost Housing Exhibition at cleared site off Selegie Road, December 10-18, 1960.  From 
HDB Annual Report 1960. 
 
Fig. 3.17 The SIT’s plan for Queenstown, 1953. From The Work of the SIT 1953, 2nd insert after page 
48.  
  
Fig. 3.18 The HDB’s plan for Queenstown, 1960. From HDB 1960-1969 (1969), 18. 
 
Fig. 3.19 The model one-room unit for a family of four furnished with low-cost, light and collapsible 
furniture based on the winner’s design from the competition organized by the HDB, 1960. 
Each flat contained one sofa/bed, a folding double-decker bed, a cupboard with shelves, a 
worktable with drawers, a dining/study table, a two-way folding chair and folding stool. Left: 
Construction of furniture by the youths of Boys’ Town (a social enterprise which provides 
shelter and vocational training for youths from underprivileged backgrounds). From “The 
One-Room Dream,” The Straits Times, Dec. 7, 1960, 1. Right: A family testing out the model 
furniture unit. From HDB Annual Report 1960, insert 6 after page 44. 
 
Fig. 3.20 A comparison of the H-block type. Left: Mark 1 H-block with one-room units and double-
loaded corridors in Shek Kip Mei Resettlement Estate, Hong Kong, c.1956. Tenants could 
rent two back-to-back units and remove the single-brick wall partition between them to create 
a larger unit to accommodate their larger families. The connector block contained the 
communal kitchens, bathrooms and lavatories. Right: The HDB’s H-block in Neighborhood V, 
Queenstown, Singapore, c.1962. Despite the similar H-form, all the two- and three-room (one 
and two bedrooms) units were self-contained. The connector block contained four two-room 





Fig. 3.21 Plan of Neighborhood 4, Queenstown. The neighborhood consists entirely of linear slab 
blocks mostly facing south or southeast. The neighborhood shopping center comprises the 
blocks that are colored black. Across the neighborhood center are a church, a primary and a 
secondary school. Across the road to the north are three more schools, and across 
Queensway to the northeast are a community center, a mosque, and a vocational institute. At 
the southeast corner of the neighborhood are a police station and another church. A small 
industrial estate is located on the northwest corner. From Wong, Yeh. Housing a Nation: 25 
Years of Public Housing in Singapore (1985).  
Fig. 3.22 The HDB’s Selegie House. Top: Aerial view of Selegie House with shophouses in the 
foreground. From HDB Annual Report 1963, 35. Bottom: Site Plan showing ground-floor 
shops surrounded by car parks and the two internal open-air courts. From the HK Builder 16, 
no.3 (1961): 62.  
Fig. 3.23 The HDB’s Selegie House. HDB’s Selegie House. Top left: Axonometric view of Selegie 
house showing the blocks connected by the “plinth” of shops. Top right: Typical Plan of 
Selegie House showing two-, three- and four-room units. From the HK Builder 16, no.3 
(1961): 62-63. Bottom: A view of the $3.8-mil. Selegie house before occupation. From “A 
Housing Board Achievement,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 13.  
 
Fig. 3.24 Traffic-rationalized housing. Top: Louis Kahn, Traffic Study project, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania – Plan of proposed traffic-movement pattern, c.1956. From Smithson (ed.). 
Team 10 Primer (1968), 29. Bottom: Site plan of the Selegie House showing the triangulated 
plot – the orientation of the complex was determined by the traffic pattern, but unlike Kahn’s 
circular building derived from the diagram of traffic flow, it was derived from an internal logic 
which included the creation of two courts for light and air access for each unit and the 
provision for outdoor parking lots that abut the sides of the blocks. From The Straits Times, 
May 31, 1963, 17.  
 
Fig. 3.25 Visionary Architecture and Housing Exhibition at the National Library of Singapore, 1963. 
Top: Minister of Culture S. Rajaratnam and philanthropist Lee Kong Chian being briefed on 
the exhibits at the opening of the Exhibition on March 18. They were standing in front of 
Kiyonori Kikutake’s drawings for the Marine City project. From NAS, PCD0111-0098. Bottom: 
25-story Futura Apartments by Timothy Seow & partners (1969-1976). Bottom: 25-story 
Futura Apartments by Timothy Seow & partners (1969-1976) – Photograph and Plan showing 
three radial wings linked by a central service core. Each of the four-bedroom apartments 
contains geometrically shaped rooms with circular bathrooms and an elliptical living area that 
protrudes from the building’s edge, forming a distinctive facade. From Wong. Singapore City 
1:1 (2005), 117.  
 
Fig. 3.26 Tallest and densest residential building in Singapore in 1976 – 38- story Pearl Bank 
Apartments at Outram Park by Tan Cheng Siong of ArchUrban (1969-1976). Each floor 
contains eight apartments of two, three and four bedrooms. Top: Photograph and aerial 
perspective with sectional cutout showing the split-levels expressed in the building façade. 
Middle: Sectional perspective of a typical split-level unit. From Wong Yunn Chii. Singapore 
City 1:1 (2005), 119-20. Bottom left: Typical Unit Plan. Bottom right: Site plan showing a) 
circular tower block, b) kindergarten and c) landscaped podium with carpark below. From 
Rumah (1981), 173  
 
Fig. 3.27 Urban Renewal project in the City Center – The Selegie House, as celebrated in the Straits 
Times, c.1963.  From “ECAFE expert is impressed,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 16; 
“An Important Shopping Area,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 17.  
 
Fig. 3.28 From colonial prison compound to housing complex. Top: Aerial view of the Outram Prison to 
be demolished for the Outram Road redevelopment under the Urban Renewal Scheme, 




scheme under construction. From HDBAR 1968, 83. Bottom right: Model showing the gallery-
accessed flats above a multi-story shopping complex under the redevelopment scheme. 
From HDBAR 1963, 4.  
 
Fig. 3.29 Domesticity of the plan. Left: Private domesticity – Bruno Taut’s plan of multi-story apartment 
in Die Neue Wohnung (The New Dwelling), 1924. Right: Public domesticity – HDB Improved 
three-room unit type plan, showing through visual access (author’s arrow], c.1960s. HDB’s 
definition of improvement in the three-bedroom unit took the form of aligning the balcony 
along the same axis as the kitchen and the living room. This allows for through visual access 
as well as an outdoor cooking area. HDBAR 1966, 43.  
 
Fig. 3.30 The balcony as form-giver. Left: The SIT’s four-story flats with low parapet and low dividing 
walls between unit balcony at Jalan Besar, c.1951. From SIT 1951, 8. Right: The HDB’s five-
story flats with low parapet of alternating balustrade and wall, c.1960. From HDBAR 1960, 4. 
 
Fig. 3.31 Movement as generator of form. Left: Ten-story block at Upper Pickering Street. From SIT 
1952, 10-3. Right: Fourteen-story Forfar House rising amidst low-rise flats. From SIT 1959, 
insert 3 after page 23.  
 
Fig. 3.32 The corridor for access, surveillance and frontage. Left: Internal and external streets: one-
room emergency self-contained flat in Alexander Hill and Bukit Ho Swee; and one-room self-
contained flat, Queenstown Neighborhood V. From HDBAR 1960. Right: External streets – 
Improved one-room, two-room, and three-room units, Toa Payoh Neighborhoods III and IV. 
From HDBAR 1967.   
 
Fig. 3.33 Three-room improved flats. Left: The HDB’s 16-story slab block of three-room improved flats 
in Toa Payoh, c. 1968. From NAS PCD0292-0083. Right: Typical three-room improved flat 
plan and typical slab block plan based on a three-meter wide structural grid which allowed for 
variations in block configurations, c.1975-76. From HDBAR 1975/76, 84.  
 
Fig. 3.34 Housing and national spectacle. Top: One of the HDB’s two 20-story “W” block of three-room 
improved flats in Toa Payoh, c.1970. From First Decade in Public Housing (1970), 30. 
Bottom left: The “W” block as backdrop to the Tenth National Day Celebrations, August 9, 
1975 – uniform groups during a dress rehearsal at Toa Payoh Sports Complex on July 13. 
From NAS 19980002658-0073. Bottom right: Residents of the block as spectators of the 
National Day Parade. Chua Beng-Huat named these high-rise blocks “vertical villages.” From 
Designed for Living: Public Housing in Singapore, edited by Chua (Singapore: HDB, 1985), 
20. 
 
Fig. 3.35 The HDB’s typical building block plans for the lower and middle-class, 1965-1975. The HDB 
summarized its flat design on one page of six typical building block plans. Typical sizes: one-
room improved – 360 sq ft; two-room improved – 480 sq ft; three-room new flat – 580 sq. ft; 
four-room new flat ~ 800 sq ft; Five-room flat ~ 1,000 sq ft. From HDBAR 1974/75, 79. 
 
Fig. 3.36 The HDB’s typical one-, two-, and three-room unit plans of flats built between 1960 and 1975. 
The one- and two-room emergency units were no longer built after 1965. Redrawn by author. 
 
Fig. 4.01 “Contrasts.” Left: Squalid slums in Chinatown, Trengganu Street. Right: SIT tenements, 
Trengganu Street, c.1939. From SIT Annual Report 1947, insert before 12. 
 
Fig. 4.02 Modern shophouse types: tenement block with ground floor shops. Left: Cheng Yam Place, 
Chinatown. Right: Albert Street, Chinatown. From SIT 1948, 1st and 2nd inserts after 14. 
 
Fig. 4.03 The modern shophouse. Left: A block of shops and flats on Tiong Bahru Road, Singapore, 
1950. From SIT Annual Report 1950, insert after 12. Right: A block of two-room flats for 




Copenhagen, designed by architect Mogens Lassen, 1948. From Frederick R.S. Yorke. 
Modern Flats (1958), 21. 
 
Fig. 4.04 A corner block of shops and flats on Kim Pong Road, Tiong Bahru Estate. Close-up of the 
ground floor shops and flats above. From SIT 1950, 1st and 2nd insert after 28.  
 
Fig. 4.05 One of the SIT’s proposed plans for housing schemes, Havelock Road, 1951. Blocks of 
artisan shops (white) flanking green open spaces and blocks of three-story flats (black). From 
The Work of the SIT 1951, “Layout of Trust Estates” – insert 3.  
 
Fig. 4.06 One of the SIT’s proposed plans for housing schemes, 1951. Two blocks of two-story shops 
and flats (white). The row-housing scheme, with 20 blocks of three-story flats (black), is 
oriented east-west. It appears to be a direct adaptation of German Zeilenbau housing from 
the Weimar Republic. From The Work of the SIT 1951, “Layout of Trust Estates” – insert 2.  
 
Fig. 4.07 SIT artist’s impressions of unbuilt housing schemes for the city center. Left: “Flats of the 
Future” (location unspecified), c.1947. Right: Upper Hokkien Street Scheme, c.1949. From 
SIT 1947 and SIT 1949. 
  
Fig. 4.08 The SIT’s three nine-story blocks of ground floor shops and flats above at Upper Pickering 
Street, 1951. The blocks appeared to be the realization of the “Flats of the Future” proposal 
published in 1947. From IAMJ 3, no. 1 (1953): 4.  
 
Fig. 4.09 The SIT’s Forfar House in Queenstown. Left: Aerial sketch of the building showing elevated 
block and ground level access, c.1954. Right: Photograph of the Forfar House with part of the 
ground floor given over to shops, c.1956. From SIT 1954, after cover; SIT 1956, insert 2 after 
34. 
 
Fig. 4.10 “Tropical architecture.” Left: Perforated screen opening of stair core (furthest from front) at 
Forfar House, Princess Estate, Queenstown. From 10-Stories: Queenstown Through the 
Years, 2007, 35. Right: Seven-story tenements and ground floor shops at Queen Street and 
Manila Street, 1955. Pre-cast concrete perforated screen wall at stair core. From SIT 1955, 
insert 10 after 35.  
 
Fig. 4.11 Albert House. Top left: Block of shophouses before demolition on Albert Street. Top right: 
Albert House with ground-floor shopping and crèche (annex with second and third floor) and 
roof garden above, 1957. Bottom left: Aerial drawing of Albert House occupying a city block 
(left) and Rochor House across the street (right). Bottom right: Roof garden, playground and 
crèche, overlooking internal open-air courtyard. From SIT 1955, insert 8 after 34; SIT 1957, 
insert 2 after 24, and insert 7 after 34. 
 
Fig. 4.12 Kallang Basin Estate. Left: Aerial view of Kallang Basin after reclamation, 1967. From NAS, 
19980005147-0027. Right: Aerial view of the newly constructed Kallang Basin estate, 1970. 
From NAS, 19980005147-0032 
 
Fig. 4.13 Shopping center with 2-story market on paved concourse enclosed on two sides by four-story 
blocks of ground-floor shops and flats above, Jurong, 1966. HDBAR 1966, 37. 
 
Fig. 4.14 HDB’s Kallang Basin Estate. Left: Aerial photograph of Kallang Basin taken in 1970, showing 
the long row of two-story shop-houses flanked by two 24-story point blocks. Right: Ground 
floor shops at one of the 12-story slab blocks with wide pedestrian pathway and a row of 
plants to conceal the ditch that runs parallel to the block (there is a planned drainage system 
in this reclaimed site). From HDBAR 1970, 86.  
 
Fig. 4.15 Shopping Center at Kallang Basin Estate. Left: View of low-rise shopping center from open 




ground floor shops and flats above. From HDBAR 1973/74, 9.  
 
Fig. 4.16 The HDB’s vertical shophouse. Top left: Two blocks of ten-story flats at Cantonment Road. 
From HDBAR 1963, 39. Right: 12-story block of one-room improvement flats with ground 
floor shops at Tiong Bahru Estate, 1967. Source: HDB Annual Report 1967, 22. Bottom left: 
16-story block of flats with ground floor shops  – the tallest block at MacPherson Road 
Estate, 1965. From HDBAR 1965, 45. Bottom right: 16-story block of flats as part of the 
extension of Redhill Estate, 1966. Living quarters for the shop owners were typically on the 
first floor. From HDBAR 1966, 31. 
Fig. 4.17 Architecture for the hawkers. Left: Hawkers in an open space in front of a new block, 1964. 
From HDB Annual Report 1965, 68. Right: Single-story Queenstown Market on its opening 
day on December 1, 1963. From NAS19980000565 – 0095 
 
Fig. 4.18 The HDB’s Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 1964. Left: Launch of HOS at Neighborhood III, 
Queenstown, 1964. HDB Annual Report 1964, 8. Right: Balloting ceremony at MacPherson 
Estate for the sale of flats officiated by the Minister of Law and National Development, 1965. 
From HDBAR 1965, 63. 
 
Fig. 4.19 A “Shopping Center” for each estate. Left: aerial photograph of Queenstown Neighborhood 
III, showing the shopping center of single-story shops surrounding a market, amidst the high-
rise housing blocks. From HDBAR 1964, 29. Right: Close-up of the one-story flat-roof 
structure for housing hawker stalls in Queenstown Neighborhood III, 1968. From HDBAR 
1968. 
 
Fig. 4.20 Left: Two-story shopping center at Tiong Bahru Estate, 1968. From HDBAR 1968, 46. Right: 
Two-story shopping center at Tanjong Rhu Estate, 1968. From HDBAR 1968, 88.  
 
Fig. 4.21 Shopping center with two-story market on paved concourse enclosed on three sides by four-
story blocks of shops and flats, with a large playground across the street, Toa Payoh 
Neighborhood III, 1967. From HDBAR 1967, 36.  
 
Fig. 4.22 Vertical “shophouse” blocks. Aerial and street views of the nine-story winged block with 
ground-floor shops and three-room flats on upper floors at Clarence Lane, Queenstown 
Neighborhood I, 1961. HDBAR 1961, 34-35.  
 
Fig. 4.23 Modern two-story markets surrounded by a paved concourse. Top left: The HDB’s two-story 
shopping Center with Market enclosed by two-story shops at Neighborhood IV, Queenstown, 
1967. Top right: Three-story shopping center with department store, restaurant and night club 
on top floor at Queenstown Town Center, 1967 (demolished). From HDBAR 1967, 53. 
Bottom: SIT’s two-story market with parabolic-vaulted metal roofing and expressive 
reinforced concrete frame at Commonwealth Avenue, Queenstown. Fresh food is sold on the 
ground floor and dried goods on the first floor. Completed in 1956, the building stood in stark 
contrast to the HDB’s subsequent markets. From HDBAR 1964, 68. 
 
Fig. 4.24 Plan of Neighborhood VII, Queenstown. The residential area, open spaces, roads and 
parking, constituted more than 60 per cent of the total area. From HDBAR 1969.  
 
Fig. 4.25 Urban renewal in the Central Area of Singapore. Top: The Central Area was divided into five 
north precincts (N1-5) and seven southern precincts (S1-7). People’s Park Complex is 
located within Precinct South 1 (grey) under the urban renewal program, 1967. Bottom: Sites 
sold under the Sale of Sites Program between 1967 and 1983. From URA Chronicle of Sale 
Sites, 1983, 12.  
 
Fig. 4.26 People’s Park Complex on New Bridge Road, Precinct S1, designed by DP Architects, 





Fig. 4.27 People’s Park Center old and new. Left: People’s Park Market and Shopping Center before 
demolition in 1968. Right: The demolished site with the adjacent newly constructed People’s 
Park building by the HDB in the background. From NAS PCD0296-0102 and PCD0405-0015 
 
Fig. 4.28 The HDB’s People’s Park building. Left: The People’s Park building, July 15, 1970. From 
NAS, PCD0296-0102. Right: The rooftop crèche of the People’s Park building, August 8, 
1969. From NAS, PCD0363-0056 and PCD0363-0056 
 
Fig. 4.29 Urban Renewal Scheme - The People’s Park Complex. Left: Choe/URD’s model for a $10-
million People’s Park Complex, 1967, The Straits Times, June 22, 1967, 7. Right: DP’s model 
of the People’s Park Complex (Inset: Developer Ho), in The Straits Times, December 1, 
1967, 8.  
 
Fig. 4.30 The shopping-cum-housing complex: Rigid yet flexible. Left: Lijban Shopping Center in 
Rotterdam by Van de Broek and Bakema (1949-53). Right: The People’s Park Complex in 
Chinatown, Singapore, by DP Architects (1967-70). From PA (1970): 23.  
 
Fig. 4.31 The People’s Park Complex by DP Architects (1967-70). Section of the complex showing the 
residential slab block, the commercial podium, stepping roof deck and the atrium escalator 
leading from the outdoor plaza (on the right) into the depths of the tiered interior. Insert: 
ground floor plan showing the “city room” in grey. From Wong. Singapore 1:1 City 
(2005),160. 
 
Fig. 4.32 Interior multi-level shopping atrium of the People’s Park Complex. Top left: View of atrium 
upon entering from the plaza. From PA (1970): 25. Right: Reverse view from the third level 
towards entrance. From NAS PCD409-0009. Bottom left: View of atrium from mezzanine at 
top of main stairs. From Wong (2005), 161. Bottom right: “Buy Singapore” campaign at the 
People’s Park Complex. February 3, 1972. From NAS PCD0409-0008  
 
Fig. 4.33 SPUR’s proposition for the “Future of Asian Cities.” Renderings by Tay for SPUR depicting a 
sectional city with integrated transportation infrastructure, continuity between buildings and 
the city, and inter-connected public spaces. From SPUR 65-67, 4 and 10.   
 
Fig. 4.34 Shoppers at the pedestrianized plaza between the People’s Park buildings. Left: 
Pedestrianized plaza-street with the People’s Park Complex on the right. Right: view towards 
the complex with People’s Park Center on the right, Photo taken on September 6,1973. From 
NAS PCD0487-0081  
 
Fig. 4.35 Tanjong Pagar Plaza, completed in 1977. Top: Ground floor plan showing the variety of 
amenities, including shops in the front facing the road, an internal courtyard (enclosed by the 
ring of shops) and parking at the back. Bottom: View of the complex with the five residential 
slab blocks on a three-story plinth. Right: Rooftop playground above the shopping plinth. 
From Singapore 1:1 City, 128, 129; HDBAR 1976/77, 22. 
 
Fig. 4.36 The HDB’s two urban renewal projects of high-rise flats and shops, both completed in 1977: 
The Rochor Center (center) and the Kreta Ayer Center (right). Source: HDB AR 1976/77, 61. 
 
Fig. 4.37 The HDB’s two complexes on Selegie Road. Top: Selegie Center designed by the HDB, 
1963. From HDB Annual Report 1963, 35. Bottom: Selegie Complex designed by the HDB 
for Design and Construction Co., 1972. From URA Chronicle of Sale Sites, 67. 
 
Fig. 4.38 Model of the Kreta Ayer Complex with the two HDB blocks in the background, the 22-story 
point block on the left and the 17-story block on the right, on a three-story podium and car 
park is; the covered walkway in the foreground, 1978. Enclosed in the middle are the 




1978, 28.  
 
Fig. 4.39 The HDB’s Kreta Ayer Complex with two blocks of 22- and 18-story flats. Top left: Artist 
impression of the Kreta Ayer Complex showing the three-story podium. From The Straits 
Times, February 2, 1980, 8. Top right: Ground floor plan of the Complex showing free-
standing stalls, and the central ramp facing Smith Street. Bottom: The Kreta Ayer Complex, 
c.1981 (renamed Chinatown Complex in 1984). From Singapore 1:1 City, 167 and 168.  
 
Fig. 5.01 Afro-Asian housing Congress delegates tour Toa Payoh New Town, 1967. From NAS 
PCD0376-0110 
 
Fig. 5.02 Straits Times feature of the “sweep-clean campaign on July 30, 1967. “More than 1,000 men, 
women and children took up brooms and went on a "sweep-clean" campaign of the Jalan 
Besar constituency, led by Mr. Chan Chee Seng, Minister of Parliament for the area, and four 
other MPs. The Straits Times, July 30, 1967, 14. 
 
Fig. 5.03 “Singapore the Garden City” – Singapore garden city-themed pavilion at Expo ‘70, Osaka. 
Three attap-roofed huts (only two are visible here) containing images and films of 
Singapore’s development projects were set in a miniature botanic garden of tropical plants. 
Right: The air-inflated Fuji Group pavilion by Japanese architect Yutaka Murata. Photograph 
taken on July 29, 1970. From “Expo’ 70.” Architectural Review (Aug. 1970): 40.  
 
Fig. 5.04 The Shangri-La Hotel on Orange Grove Road, Singapore, designed by Kanko Kikaku 
Sekkeisha. The design and planning was based on the contrasting motifs of “two worlds”, 
with a luxurious interior of clean architectural features and an exterior of lush tropical 
greenery. Left: Artist impressions of the building amidst lush gardens. Right: Open garden 
courtyard of main hotel complex, with overhanging greenery. From The Straits Times, July 
31, 1970, 18.  
 
Fig. 5.05 The Shangri-La Hotel on Orange Grove Road, Singapore - Site Plan showing landscape 
planning by Raymond Cain. From Singapore City 1:1, 2005, 204-05.  
 
Fig. 5.06 The urban resort-hotels of 1970s Singapore. Left: Section of the Shangri-La Hotel (1963-74), 
showing the tiered garden wing on the right. Right: Cross-section of the Hilton Hotel on 
Orchard Road (1968-72). From Singapore City 1:1, 2005, 200 and 204. 
 
Fig. 5.07 Top: Aerial view of Toa Payoh Town Center looking south. The town garden is on the top 
right (west) and the Sports Complex to the left (east). The pedestrianized shopping arcade is 
in the center of the photograph. The four point-blocks housed the delegates of the SEAP 
games in September 1973. From HDBAR 1973/74, 54. Bottom: Site Plan of Toa Payoh Town 
Center, Town Garden and Sports Complex. From Yeh, Public Housing in Singapore, 1975, 
162.  
 
Fig. 5.08 The 1973 SEAP Games in Toa Payoh, Singapore. Left: Four-story library building built by the 
Public Works Department (PWD) to house the Secretariat during the Games. From HDBAR 
1973/74, 51. Right: Deputy PM and Minister of Defense Goh watering a sapling at the 
opening of the SEAP, August 30, 1973. From NAS 0000149473 
 
Fig. 5.09 Religious buildings in Toa Payoh New Town. Top left: Siong Lim Temple the only structure 
that was not cleared on the site, 1968. Right: the temple amidst a Suzhou-style garden paid 
for by the Tourist Promotion Board, 1974. From NAS 0000753682 and 0000760092. Bottom 
left: Church of the Risen Christ, completed in 1971. From NAS 0000132211 Right: Three-
story Muhajirin Mosque completed in 1977 under the mosque-building fund scheme. From 
NAS 0000772448  
 




completed in the 1970s along the “Golden Mile” bounded by Beach Road and Nicholl 
Highway. Top: Woh Hup/Golden Mile Complex by DP Architects (1973). Bottom left: Golden 
Mile Tower by Goh Hock Guan Design Team (1973). Bottom right: Shaw Towers by Iversen 
Van Sitteren & Partners (1976). From The Straits Times, September 5, 1971, 18; Aug. 7, 
1970, 13; December 25, 1976, 26. 
 
Fig. 5.11 Kreta Ayer People’s Theater with the HDB flats behind, c.1979. NAS 29/05/1079, 
0000772060 
 
Fig. 5.12 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project – Pinnacle at Duxton by ArcStudio and RSP. Left: 
Rendering of the winning entry, c.2002. From Duxton Plain Public Housing: International 
Architectural Design Competition Singapore (Singapore: MND, HDB and URA, 2002), 23. 
Right: Pinnacle at Duxton featured in A+U feature issue, “Singapore: Capital City for Vertical 
Green” in 2012 – The Chinatown shophouses preserved under the heritage program are in 
the foreground. From “Singapore, Capital City for Vertical Green,” A+U (2012): 116.  
 
Fig. 5.13 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project. 26th-floor plan, showing position of each block informed 
by sun angle of incidence, c.2002. According to the architects, the three main angles of 
incidence over the period of a year were mapped onto the block layout to determine the 
impact of the sun on western facing blocks. External sunscreens were proposed for blocks 3, 
6 and 7, which receive the highest percentage of western sun exposure. From Duxton Plain 
Public Housing (2002), 35.  
 
Fig. 5.14 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project. Typical block floor plan containing four- and five-room 
flats, c.2002. From Duxton Plain Public Housing (2002), 35.  
 
Fig. 5.15 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project. Six types of park constitute the “Park in the Sky,” 
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The Architecture of Habitation and the Invention of a Nation 
 
“The house is for the individual or family, as the city is the house for everyone – the 
nation – is an analogy which is valid. When we see that this is so, we will see that we 
must have consistency between our policies which affect housing both in private and 
public sectors and those which affect the nation. If we are working towards social 
integration and a strong common nationality based on justice and equality, then this must 
be reflected in our policies which affect housing, for the place of dwelling is and must be 
a microcosm of the larger national community. Housing is the central theme in the 
process of building a national community. […] I think it is necessary that social and 
national objectives be translated into practical legislature and policies to create 
opportunities for a more sociable type of housing. 
The kind of housing I have just described can be seen as working against national 
interest by entrenching a society based on total self-interest. A man who has no feeling or 
interest in his community cannot generally be expected to have any feeling for his nation 
the larger community.” 1 
– Tay Kheng Soon, “Environment and Nation Building,” Symposium on Environment and 
the Citizen organized by the Democratic Socialist Club, September 1967 
 
The British colony of Singapore was founded in 1819 by Thomas Stamford Raffles. He, together 
with Lieutenant Philip Jackson, the colony’s first engineer and land surveyor, drafted an urban plan in 
1822 to maintain social order. Commonly known as the Jackson Plan, it divided the city into ethnic 
functional divisions following a grid pattern where residential areas were segregated into four sectors: the 
European Town, the Chinese kampong (village), also known as Chinatown, and the Indian and Malay 
kampongs. The British surrendered Singapore to the Japanese on February 15, 1942, and the city was 
under Japanese occupation for three years until it was officially returned to British rule on September 12, 
1945. (Fig. 0.01) Preparation for self-government began in 1953, and 1954 saw the establishment of the 
People’s Action party (PAP) as a new opposition against the British by English-educated middle-class 
professionals. A number of violent anti-colonial riots occurred in the following five years and culminated in 
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Times newspaper reported the date of the lecture to be August 31. “Environment and the Citizen,” The Straits Times, 





the withdrawal of the British as Singapore gained self-government and the PAP became the ruling 
political party. Singapore merged with the Federation of Malaya on September 16, 1963, alongside North 
Borneo and Sarawak, to form Malaysia. But in less than two years, on August 9, 1965, it became an 
independent nation following racial tensions and ideological differences between the leaders of the State 
of Singapore and the federal government of Malaysia. The rationale of the Jackson plan remained 
relatively unchanged until the establishment in 1960 of the Housing and Development Board (HDB), 
which began to redistribute the population into satellite towns and housing estates throughout the island 
according to income and class, rather than ethnicity. Five years after Independence, in 1970, the first 
Singapore Concept Plan, The Ring Concept Plan, was adopted, which formally replaced the colonial 
urban plan. 
In no other country in the world is high-rise high-density public housing as interconnected with 
nationalism than in Singapore. In contrast to the socialist housing blocks in the Eastern Bloc, often 
decried for their shoddy construction, the public housing program in Singapore is lauded as a national 
success. Public housing in Britain and the United States, too, differs sharply from public housing in 
Singapore. The Singapore housing estate has been a reference for all the developing countries in the 
region since its inception. At the time of Tay Kheng Soon’s lecture, the HDB was already in the middle of 
its second five-year building program and completing its second new satellite town able to house 200,000 
residents. This program aimed to provide housing block types of reasonably good construction quality, 
worthy of being exhibited regionally and a key destination stop on the itinerary of foreign visitors and 
dignitaries. The HDB’s narrative of housing development in Singapore tells of a national project of 
housing provision for a largely immigrant population as having upgraded “from slums to flats” or “from 
villages to flats.” Its narration of its own history begins like this: “HDB was set up on 1 February, 1960, 
during a housing crisis.” From its beginnings up to the present, the Board has maintained its “total 
approach” to housing, which entails through design and planning policies the preemption of any form of 
crisis.  
The postwar ideological break in relation to the geopolitics of decolonization and the Cold War 




its national narrative was built upon a particular kind of colonial representation. The Singapore 
government’s unprecedented deployment of imperialist instruments for nationalist ends underpinned the 
country’s postcolonial complex, which this dissertation attempts to map through housing. In a recent book 
intended to “re-script” Singapore’s national narrative, Lysa Hong points out the irony of the anti-colonial 
PAP government selecting Raffles as the nation’s progenitor, an idea put forward by Sinnathamby 
Rajaratnam in 1969, then director of PAP’s political bureau, who repeatedly emphasized the importance 
of colonial representation as a testament to a vanquished colonialism. In this sense, the narrative of 
Raffles as founder of Singapore was, according to Hong, “pre-tense,” not past, for it was “settled on 
before the history could start to be told.”2 This seemingly paradoxical and reactionary form of nationalism 
permeated every level of society. In this regard, Singapore experienced the paradox of an interventionist 
welfare state policy of housing within a capitalist economy, which Manuel Castells reveals in his 
comparative analysis of public housing in Hong Kong and Singapore as an unmistakable demonstration 
of the post-colonial complex.3 In this regard, Singapore’s postcolonial housing complex was a bizarre 
confirmation of colonialism, in which architecture, housing, parks, and open spaces – along with political 
institutions – formed a network of objects, images, and discourses that reconfigured social relations and 
transformed the country’s post-Independence landscape.  
Already home to half of the nation’s population by 1975, public housing was the frontier along 
which the process of nationalization was enacted by the inhabitants themselves, who were invariably 
referred to as “the public.” We may think of this public as being made up of “biopolitical” subjects 
conditioned by a planned, state-controlled environment in the sense that Michel Foucault set forth in his 
1976 lecture “Society Must Be Defended.”4 In Singapore, the evidence of this new technology of power is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Lysa Hong and Huang Jianli, The Scripting of A National History: Singapore and Its Pasts (Hong Kong: HKU Press, 
2008); and Chui Kwei-Chiang, “Political Attitudes and Organizations, c.1900-1941,” in A History of Singapore, ed. 
Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991).  
 
3 Manuel Castells, L. Goh, and R.Y.W. Kwok, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic Development and Public 
Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore (London: Pion, 1990), 1.  
 
4 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France 1975-1976, ed. Mauro Bertani and 
Alessandro Fontana, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 1997), 239-63. Foucault first mentioned the biopolitical 
in his lecture on March 17, 1976, in which he traced the concept back to the nineteenth century when the rise of 
governmental power meant the acquisition of power over man as the biological – the right to determine life and 
death – came under State control. See, in context, Prime Minister Lee’s description of his reason for the introduction 




most visible in the housing estates where the nuclear family in the flat forms the basic unit, buttressed by 
a complex of housing policies, from the introduction of the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) in 1967, 
which allowed citizens to use their mandatory pension savings fund to purchase HDB flats in 1968, to the 
“stop at two” family planning scheme implemented in 1972, which saw the corresponding building of 
schools and religious buildings in new towns. Within the biopolitical frame, the display of multiculturalism 
was an evident form of auto-colonization, an idea developed in the writings of Homi Bhaba and Slavoj 
Žižek.5 Specifically, by ensuring that housing estate units were not allocated based on ethnicity but in 
terms of income levels and the seemingly democratic basis of balloting, the estates maintained the image 
of the “multicultural society” that Singapore was trying to cultivate. In addition, the HDB’s efforts to de-
segregate and homogenize the estates through design and programming extended into the private 
housing sector, and as such colonization was as much geographical or lateral as historical.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
competing in a free-market economy, by reinforcing the Confucian tradition of a patriarchal family order. According to 
him, the coupling of the social security system with home ownership and social policy ensured political stability. Lee 
Kuan Yew, From Third World to First, The Singapore Story: 1965-2000 (New York: Harper Collins, 2000), 95-108.  
 
5 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994); Slavoj Žižek, “Multiculturalism, or the Cultural 
Logic of Multinational Capitalism,” New Left Review 225 (September-October 1997). Žižek argues that the 
relationship between the universe of Capital and the form of the Nation-State in the era of global capitalism is best 
designated as “auto-colonization”; with the direct multinational functioning of Capital, we are no longer dealing with 
the standard opposition between metropolis and colonized countries. He sees the ideal form of ideology of this global 
capitalism as multiculturalism, the attitude which, “from a kind of empty global position, treats each local culture the 
way the colonizer treats colonized people – as ‘natives’ whose mores are to be carefully studied and ‘respected.’” To 
a large extent, Bhabha and Žižek’s critique of multiculturalism resonates with Singapore’s incorporation into a 
globalized, market-driven economy based on the credo of equality represented by multiculturalism, multi-racialism 







Fig. 0.01 Map of Malaya showing the island state of Singapore at the southern tip of the peninsula (in black), 1963.   
 
Historiography and Lexicon 
The HDB’s own history of its housing policy and accomplishments is largely outlined in the annual 
reports it began to publish in 1960, following the dissolution of the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) in 
1959. If based simply on the format and timeliness of the first report, the HDB’s transition from the SIT 
appeared seamless; there was literally no break in the annual reports from the SIT’s first, published in 
1947, to the HDB’s inaugural one. But the organizational power structure was totally different. The HDB 
was part of the Ministry of National Development, with the power to acquire land and provide housing en 




acquisition and resettlement were concerned. In addition, the trustees and staff of the HDB were 
completely different from those of the SIT, with the exception of a handful of employees near retirement. 
Between 1959 and 1960, the ratio between the number of expatriate senior staff and that of local senior 
staff flipped from 2:1 to almost 1:2.6  
In the report’s lengthy, ten-page introduction, the HDB established its main difference from the 
SIT. It stated that the provision of public housing was not originally any concern of the Trust, as it was 
mainly called upon to act as an agent for the Government in providing low-cost housing due to the 
pressures of an increasing population and the expansion of the port and trade. The task of the HDB, on 
the other hand, was specifically that of housing provision and development. The Board also 
acknowledged that it needed to share State resources with other “urgent social services” such as 
education and health. Significantly, it pointed out that it was not easy to raise loans from the World Bank 
or the United Nations, as “housing did not come under the category of productive investment, which 
would help directly in the industrial development of an underdeveloped country.”7 These challenges were 
quickly taken up by the Board as motivation to formulate a comprehensive approach to housing and land 
development that would make housing an indispensable component of industrial development.  
As its first task, the HDB thus took it upon itself to re-establish the role of housing within the State, 
taking up public housing as the provision of welfare and social amenities. Within both the SIT and HDB, 
there was no contention regarding the naming of SIT- or HDB-built flats as “public housing.” In the United 
Kingdom, whereas public housing was often referred to by the British public as "council housing" and 
"council estates," based on the historical role of district and borough councils in running public housing, 
the SIT and HDB, being the only entities that provided housing to those who would otherwise be unable 
to afford it, simply adopted the term “public housing.” From both SIT and HDB Reports, public housing 
was used (and has continued to the present) to refer to the legal status of property ownership, which for 
HDB-built 99-year leasehold housing, residents are tenants with no ownership of the land on which their 
flat is situated, compared to private housing which in Singapore, which is mostly 999-year freehold 
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property.8 The 1960 Report established that the history of public housing in Singapore could be traced 
back to 1907, as “one long record of reports of insanitary and overcrowding conditions in the congested 
part of the City, of inquiry commissions and committees into the housing problems, and their 
recommendations and suggestions for improvements.”9 But it marked 1936 as the official start of public 
housing in Singapore, “when the SIT built one block of flats on a modified shophouse plan in Tiong Bahru 
and advertised them for sale.”10 The explicit conclusion presented in the Report is that “overseas officers” 
were unable to comprehend the magnitude of the housing situation nor had an adequate understanding 
of the local building industry.  
This dissertation builds upon the existing English-language scholarship on the social and urban 
environment in Singapore. The study begins with the SIT’s first housing project in 1936, taking into 
account key preceding events and exigencies, in particular the 1907 Report on Sanitary Conditions in 
Singapore and the establishment of the SIT in 1927. Between 1927 and 1936, the bulk of the SIT’s work 
was demolition, driving back lanes through the city’s most problematic blocks. As such, the SIT’s prewar 
building of public housing lasted only five years, until the Japanese Occupation in 1942; its building 
activities were naturally curtailed during the three years of the occupation. The Japanese left in 1945, and 
the SIT was reinstituted in 1947. A Housing Committee was set up and produced a report following which 
a building program was launched in 1948, based on a yearly plan up to 1951. Work on the Master Plan 
began in 1952, as well as the SIT’s second and largest housing estate at Queenstown.  
1947 saw the enactment of the Town and Country Planning Act in Britain, which established that 
planning permission was required for land development; ownership alone no longer conferred the right to 
develop the land. Existing planning authorities were reorganized and streamlined, and all were required to 
prepare a comprehensive development plan. The SIT claimed that it was not yet able to incorporate the 
“revolutionary changes” enacted in this latest English legislation, as it was working from an outdated plan 
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prepared before the outbreak of WWII, and considerable time and work was required to redraft the Bill. It 
took the SIT a decade to complete its first Master Plan in 1958, with the assistance of various planning 
experts and consultants from Britain and the United Nations. The extent of the Trust’s housing 
construction in the 1950s was affected by the intensification of anti-colonial sentiment and the pressure 
for self-government, backgrounded by four riots, two major fires, and the formation of a new opposition 
party of educated, English-speaking members to rival the British. Immediately after the public release of 
the Master Plan, the political events of 1958 and 1959 saw the mass resignation of senior staff at the 
Trust. The People’s Action Party led by Lee Kuan Yew had replaced the colonial government, and the 
Housing and Development Ordinance and the HDB’s were established in February 1960. After a few 
years of internal party disagreements and a two-year merger with Malaysia from 1963, Singapore 
became an independent nation on August 9, 1965. Amidst the tensions leading to the split with Malaysia, 
the HDB had successfully completed its first five-year housing program, launched its Home Ownership 
program, and appointed a new head of Urban Renewal. The HDB’s second building program, which 
coincided with PAP’s first five-year national program, was part of an intense array of national campaigns 
and invigorating debates regarding the urban environment and development. The Urban Renewal 
Department (URD) within the HDB was set up in 1964 and became the independent Urban 
Redevelopment Authority (URA) under the Ministry of National Development in 1974. The most significant 
and overarching of these was the Garden City campaign, put forward by Prime Minister Lee in 1967, 
which forms a key ideological context for this dissertation.  
Within the architecture field, it was William Lim, an outspoken critic of the government’s urban 
policies, who first began to discuss public housing within a framework of architectural history. In his 1988 
essay “A Tale of the Unexpected: The Singapore Housing Experience” for Habitat International, he states 
that public housing in Singapore fared better than private housing development in that “a good general 
standard was maintained,” although the housing estates “still lack character, excitement and identity.”11 
He saw the years before and after Independence as the period of “Early Modern Architecture (1936-
1958)” and the “Heroic Period (1959-1975),” respectively. The first period was defined by the SIT’s first 
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project, Tiong Bahru, and its demise in 1958. The second spanned the HDB’s first three five-year building 
programs. He holds that the heroic period witnessed a decisive break; whilst the colonial Improvement 
Trust provided mass housing of a relatively high standard, it was grossly inadequate for the burgeoning 
population. Lim is critical of the HDB’s ubiquitous, stripped-down, international-style blocks and their lack 
of identity, and argues for the preservation of heritage areas, especially the old urban center: 
The large-scale introduction of International Style buildings may provide a superficial 
image of progress and modernity. However, it often destroys the fragile experiment in the 
evolutionary development of localism and identity. […] The destruction of the old urban 
center is a waste of valuable resources. It disrespects history and disrupts urban life. The 
great increase in development intensity with tall office towers often creates serious 
insoluble traffic and environmental problems. New major urban developments should be 
located outside the traditional urban centers. The post-War theory of urban renewal and 
re-development should be discarded.12 
 
Implicit in Lim’s essay is his identification of the scarcity of research and publications on the 
architecture of Singapore. In the late 1980s, the only book published on the topic was Jane Beamish and 
Jane Ferguson’s A History of Singapore’s Architecture, which provided an overview from 1900 to 1985, 
organized under four periods: “The Boom Town 1900-1920,” “Period of Transition 1920-1940,” 
“Modernism Takes Hold 1940-1970,” and “A View of Today 1970-1985.” The authors organized the 
periods primarily based on formal stylistic transitions and state in their introduction that while the majority 
of the work presented was designed by private practitioners, they included buildings designed by the SIT 
and the HDB that contained elements that exemplified the respective periods, namely the last three. In so 
doing, they do not differentiate between private and public housing designs. Since then, architectural 
writer Robert Powell, who began teaching at National University of Singapore (NUS) in 1984, has most 
notably taken up the task of writing on the contemporary architecture of Singapore, including the projects 
of individual members of the now-defunct Singapore Planning and Urban Research (SPUR) group.  
Like A History of Singapore’s Architecture, Powell’s Singapore: Architecture of a Global City 
(2000) and Singapore Architecture: A Short History (2004) focus on the variety of architectural production 
in a post-colonial city that consists of mainly migrant communities. The former, organized by districts, 
contains only exemplary projects by architects in private practice. The latter two books, organized around 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





five periods in which the Second World War was a hinge, contain a revealing gap between 1976 and 
1990 where no projects, public or private, completed during this period, are included.13 Of these, one 
public housing estate designed by the SIT and three apartment blocks by the Public Works Department 
(PWD) are included in the chapter “The Birth of a Nation: An Independent Singapore” – both of which are 
also discussed in Beamish and Ferguson’s book. Powell highlights their designs as adaptations of the 
modern movement to the tropical climate – each contained “tall rooms, deep balconies and excellent 
cross ventilation” – making direct reference to the housing projects of Fry Maxwell and Frederick R.S. 
Yorke. This climatic framework has since steered the practice and education of architecture in Singapore 
and has been attributed to figures like Fry Maxwell, Jane Drew, and Otto Koenigsberger, as well as the 
work of the Building Research Stations, which emphasized a techno-scientific approach to design.14  
As Lim highlights in his 1988 essay, the 1980s saw a shift from the aesthetics of high-modernism 
and brutalism towards a post-modern aesthetic that attempted to integrate interpretations of local 
traditions and symbols. He sees this shift “largely in protest against the depersonalization and 
dehumanization of the International Style” and mentions that in spite of its [stylistic] limitations, the 
“serious practitioners of post-modernism do champion free expression and liberation from stylized forms 
and accepted norms of modern architecture of latter years.” Kenneth Frampton’s 1983 essay “Towards a 
Critical Regionalism” was highly influential as a theoretical basis for such work. It was precisely in its 
misreadings and misunderstandings as a polemic against the International Style that it provided an ideal 
support for students and practitioners alike to articulate their forays into what Lim calls “free expression 
and liberation.” The following decade up to the turn of the millennium witnessed the publication of large 
format pictorials like Tan Hock Beng’s Tropical Architecture and Interiors (1994), Tropical Resorts (1995), 
Tropical Retreats (1996), and the Contemporary Vernacular (1998), which he co-wrote with William Lim, 
as well as Powell’s The Tropical Asian House (1998). Each takes as its premise tropicality – both in terms 
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of the climatic and environmental considerations, as well as the cultural and traditional contexts – as the 
primary motivation behind design.  
In his 2008 essay “Singapore's Moment: Critical Regionalism, Its Colonial Roots and Profound 
Aftermath,” Mark Crinson points out that Frampton turned on the dialectic between “universal civilization” 
and “national culture,” while relegating the political circumstances of his chosen architecture merely to a 
form of negation.15 In an analysis of the Singapore Conference Hall and Trade Union House, built 
between 1962 and 1965, Crinson’s critique of critical regionalism provides an entry to what he sees as 
“the yet undeveloped relevance to an historical understanding of architecture’s relationship to 
decolonization”; he then goes on to make a case for a deeper historical excavation of the political 
circumstances and associations in which the project was steeped.16 Crinson’s essay and his 2003 book 
Modern Architecture and the End of Empire are highly representative of scholarship in the last two 
decades that taps into post-colonial theory and Foucauldian analysis of power and knowledge as 
methodological lenses to update the historical writing on architecture, particularly in the early post-colonial 
period. Also of this theoretical current, Robert Home’s Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British 
Colonial Cities (1996) is particularly relevant to the subject of this dissertation, especially his analysis of 
the integral relationship between British management of the landscape (gardens and parks to plantations, 
the garden city to greening) and colonial town planning.  
More specific to housing, the Western patterns of urbanization and architectural modernism were 
the main references for a government preoccupied with the pursuit of modernity during the years of 
decolonization (1950s) and nationalism (1960s). This period of housing and development coincided with 
the construction of public housing in many parts of the Western World, where it was seen as a way to 
achieve social justice. But in the 1970s, as these projects began to be vilified in the West as sites of 
social problems – Yamasaki’s Pruitt-Igoe housing project in St. Louis, Missouri being the most often-used 
and notorious example – the HDB celebrated its modern housing estates, proving that the social housing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Mark Crinson, “Singapore’s Moment: Critical Regionalism, Its Colonial Roots and Profound Aftermath,” The Journal 
of Architecture 13, no. 5 (2008): 585. 
 
16 Ibid., 602.  In conclusion, he writes, “The theory of critical regionalism appropriated an analysis of a dilemma in 
anti-colonial thought in order to re-invest modernism with a sense of active dialogue between regionalism and 




utopias envisaged by the avant-gardes of the 1930s and updated in the 1950s could be realized when 
conceived and systematically executed within a larger identity project. Singapore’s resignation from the 
Socialist International in 1976 was a demonstration that it no longer needed the affiliation for its identity.17 
And with 50 percent of the population already housed in state-owned estates, Singapore’s housing had 
reached the proportions that place it in the category of a Welfare state.  
From the late 1960s through the 1970s, with the heightened national and international focus on 
housing and urban development, particularly in territories designated as underdeveloped or developing, 
studies on Singapore’s public housing tended to discuss the effectiveness of slum revitalization and 
housing provision in the new nation. Besides its annual reports, the HDB published two books: Homes for 
the People: A Review of Public Housing by the Singapore Housing & Development Board (1965), which 
reviewed it first five-year building program, and First Decade in Public Housing 1960-69 (1970) which 
chronicled its first decade. The key figures within the HDB and the URD (and later the URA) – such as 
Teh Cheang Wan (Chief Architect from 1959 and CEO from 1970 to 1979), Alan Choe (Head of URD in 
1964 and Director of URA from 1964) and Tan Jake Hooi (Chief Planner from 1973 to 1973) – presented 
papers on housing and urban development at regional seminars, and penned articles for local and 
regional journals on Singapore’s housing and planning schemes. For Choe in particular, urban renewal 
was the operative word.18 At these various events and platforms, the work of the HDB and the URA was 
invariably lauded as exemplary for all developing nations.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Singapore’s resignation was reportedly triggered by an assault led by the Dutch Labor Party (supported by the 
British Labor Party) which charged the PAP on a number of violations, including the suppression of press freedom, 
limiting the rights of workers to organize, and preventing the rise of a political opposition; but they were principally 
concerned with the question of political detainees. The report was marred by many factual errors about Singapore, 
thus raising questions about the thoroughness of the authors’ research and the motivation behind the attack. When 
the DLP refused to apologize, Singapore withdrew from the Socialist International, and it has not renewed its ties with 
the organization since probably because it does not need the affiliation for its identity. See Robert O. Tilman and John 
H. Tilman, “Malaysia and Singapore, 1976: A Year of Challenge, A Year of Change,” Asian Survey 17, no. 2 (Feb. 
1977): 153. 
 
18 See for example, “Some Aspects of Urban Renewal in Singapore,” Magazine for World Assembly of Youths (WAY) 
Asian Regional Seminar on Urbanization (1967): 30-45; “Urban Renewal in Singapore,” Bandar 1 (Oct. 1969): 12-17; 
“Urban Planning with Special Emphasis on Urban Renewal in Singapore,” Planews: Newsletter of the Singapore 
Institute of Planners 2, no. 4 (Dec. 1973): 5-13; Liu Thai Ker, “A Review of Public Housing in Singapore,” in Our 
Heritage and Beyond: A Collection of Essays on Singapore, Its Past, Present and Future, ed. S. Jayakumar 





Of the early research and publications on public housing in Singapore in circulation, all focused 
on the role of the state and the success of its public housing program.19 Seow Peck Leng’s 1965 Report 
on New Life in New Homes, published by the Singapore Women’s Association, stands out as the first 
sociological study of estate life, particularly from the perspective of women and children.20 It is supportive 
of the government’s efforts to curb population growth by emphasizing the promotion of the nuclear family 
and the housing environment created by the HDB, and also illustrates the domesticity within the various 
elements and spaces of the estate. From a geographical standpoint, the comparative studies of public 
housing in Hong Kong and Singapore made by Yue-man Yeung and David Drakakis-Smith focus on the 
effectiveness of both cities in providing housing for a large portion of the population through public 
funds.21 Public housing in Singapore has also been the subject of comparative studies with other Asian 
cities. For example, Bae Gyoon-Park compares Singapore’s role in housing policy with South Korea’s, 
arguing that the state’s role in national development needs to be understood in the context of political 
processes among social actors, such as political coalitions between the state, capital, and labor.22  
Robert Gamer’s 1972 The Politics of Urban Development in Singapore was one of the earliest 
books in international circulation to demonstrate that any organized development or reclamation project 
operates within a social context. Similar to sociologist Herbert Gans’s study of Boston’s West End, 
Gamer’s analysis of Singapore’s Kallang Basin – a reclaimed area for industry and a new housing estate 
– showed that redevelopment disrupted the existing economic and social patterns found in the area. He 
defended Singapore against the technocrats who planned the futures of the poor city dwellers, calling for 
increased social conscience.23 Lynn White, in reviewing Gamer’s book, observed that notwithstanding his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 See, for example, Aline K. Wong and Stephen H.K. Yeh, Housing a Nation: 25 Years of Public Housing in 
Singapore (Singapore: Maruzen Asia, 1985). Wong was the Chairman of the HDB between 2003 and 2007. Also, 
Chua Beng-Huat, Designed for Living: Public Housing Architecture in Singapore (Singapore: HDB, 1985). 
 
20 Seow was one of the five women elected to Singapore’s legislative assembly but was not re-elected in 1963. 
 
21 See Yue-man Yeung and David W. Drakakis-Smith, “Comparative Perspectives on Public Housing in Singapore 
and Hong Kong,” Asian Survey 14, no. 8 (Aug. 1974): 763-775. See also Yue-man Yeung and David Drakakis-Smith, 
“Public Housing in the City States of Hong Kong and Singapore,” in Urban Planning Practice in Developing Countries, 
ed. J. L. Taylor and D. G. Williams (Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press, 1982), 217-238. 
 
22 Bae Gyoon-Park, “Where do Tigers Sleep at Night? The State’s Role in Housing Policy in South Korea and 
Singapore,” Economic Geography 74, no. 3 (July 1998): 272-88.  
 




championing of tradition (a term used very loosely, as he did not describe exactly was this was in context) 
and the individual citizen (which thus revealed his liberal tendencies), his main prescription was for 
planners in Singapore to have a more open mind.24  
Also in 1972, Stephen Yeh published Homes for the People: A Study of Tenants’ Vews on Public 
Housing in Singapore, the culmination of his research involving household surveys of HDB tenants, 
sponsored by the HDB and the Economic Research Center at the University of Singapore, in an attempt 
to collect socioeconomic and qualitative data on the effects of population movement from crowded central 
and suburban areas to new public housing estates. The conclusion drawn from the data was that the 
tenants expressed fairly high satisfaction with the estate, the block, and the flat, even though the author 
admits that “a great deal more about this emerging way of life has yet to be studied.”25 Such quantitative 
analysis also preoccupied subsequent studies of public housing, including Yeh’s later edited volume, 
Public Housing in Singapore: A Multidisciplinary Study.26  
Yeh’s two books on tenants’ views, government policies, and the quantitative achievements of the 
public housing program were among those undertaken in the 1970s and 1980s by the HDB and other 
scholars at the NUS, particularly in the fields of geography and anthropology, but also by the sociological 
research unit at the HDB, on the positive impacts of relocation and high-rise living on HBD tenants.27 In 
1980, the HDB set up a social research unit and appointed as its head Chua Beng-Huat, then an 
associate professor at Trent University in Ontario, Canada. During his brief one-year stint at the HDB from 
1981 to 1982, Chua advocated a systematic approach towards introducing humanist elements into the 
housing estate and spoke at various public occasions on social awareness. At the same time, he 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
24 Lynn White, review of The Politics of Urban Development in Singapore, by Robert E. Gamer, The American 
Political Science Review 68, no.3 (Sep. 1974): 1355-56. 
 
25 Stephen H.K. Yeh, Homes for the People: A Study of Tenants’ Views on Public Housing in Singapore (Singapore: 
Government Printing Office, 1972).  
 
26 Stephen H.K. Yeh, Public Housing in Singapore: A Multidisciplinary Study (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 
1975). 
 
27 John Clammer first highlighted in his 1985 book, Singapore: Ideology, Society and Culture, that it was in the HDB’s 
intrinsic interest to be concerned with both the socio-cultural and economic effects of such resettlement, as well as 
the study of the village communities. See his chapter, “Village Communities and the Development Process in 





expressed critical views on the simultaneous shaping of Singaporean society and the environment, which 
he insisted should not be cultivated using condescension or authoritarianism.28 After leaving the HDB, he 
started writing a weekly social commentary column, “As I See It,” in The Straits Times for a year and 
subsequently joined the NUS in 1985.29 He remains to this day an astute commentator on housing in 
Singapore. 
Meanwhile, the HDB started taking a more hands-on approach and sent some of its senior staff to 
stay in housing estates “to get the ‘feel’ of the residents’ problems.” In the late 1980s, the government and 
the HDB revisited the earlier nuclear-family planning policy when there were rising concerns over the loss 
of traditional values such as filial piety and the loss of close ties with the extended family; they 
subsequently began to introduce larger flats to accommodate three-generational families. It also 
introduced subsidy schemes to encourage young couples to live closer to their parents and increased the 
amenities that cater to the elderly, not only to the adult-working population and children. Meanwhile, 
scholars continued their social scientific approach to Singapore’s urbanization and the HDB’s role in the 
promotion of urbanization through the construction of public housing estates and the progressive 
resettlement of village dwellers in these estates. Tai Ching-Ling’s 1986 PhD dissertation (later published 
in 1988) attempts to make a comprehensive study of the effects of relocation on the displaced families. 
He examines the social, economic, and political implications of both the policies and the programs of 
public housing in Singapore, and their impacts on both the individual and society.30  
In the 1990s, there emerged increasing scholarship containing critical perspectives on the 
nation’s public housing program. In their comparative analysis of urban policies and public housing in 
Singapore and Hong Kong, Manuel Castells and his co-researchers identify a paradox: these two city-
states, with their small land area and large populations of Chinese origin, adopted an extensive public 
housing program that historically occurred only in welfare states within a capitalist framework of economic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 See, for example, “Courtesy – A Free Gift?” The Straits Times, July 20, 1981, 8.  
 
29 Chua was involved in HDB’s 1985 pictorial Designed for Living as the primary writer. Chua Beng-Huat, Designed 
for Living: Public Housing in Singapore (Singapore: HDB, 1985).  
 






development.31 Chua expounds on the sociological implications of public housing in Singapore, 
acknowledging its instrumentality in the government’s claim to political legitimacy.32 On the one hand, his 
analysis of the resettlement of the mostly Fujianese inhabitants of Shunfu Village to the HDB’s Shunfu 
Estate is an update of Tai’s 1988 study in its specific examination of one village as a prototypical case. 
On the other, embedded within his analysis is a warning against the loss of community based on kinship 
and organic social relations rather than planned communitarianism. “The ideological work of the state is 
necessary,” he writes, “because the rules that govern eligibility for state provision are unavoidably also 
social control mechanisms with repressive tendencies. These tendencies must be ideologically justified if 
they are to bind the electorate into the ‘nation,’ rather than alienate them. The Singapore case shows that 
efficacious justifications may be obtained by invoking some ‘higher’ values of collective interests.”33 He 
elaborates on his critique of Singapore society in his subsequent book Communitarian, Ideology and 
Democracy in Singapore, highlighting the role of the public housing program in producing a nation-state 
that is a “non-liberal communitarian democracy.”34  
From the late 1990s to the present, as the HDB continued to publish books presenting their 
estates as communities, homes, and places, there has been increasing scholarship on Singapore’s urban 
environment, including Ole Johan Dale’s Urban Planning in Singapore, the first book on the subject and 
the first to offer an appraisal of the impact of its Urban Renewal Program for future action.35 There has 
also been much multi-disciplinary work done on urban research, post-colonial and cultural theories – 
including issues on gender, race, power, and utopia – as well as a deeper questioning of the east-west 
framework of analysis, and an emergent interest in the re-writing of Singapore nationalism. Much of this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Manuel Castells, L. Goh, and R.Y.W. Kwok, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic Development and Public 
Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore (London: Pion, 1990). 
 
32 Chua Beng-Huat, Political Legitimacy and Housing: Stakeholding in Singapore (London and New York: Routledge, 
1997). See also, Chua Beng-Huat, Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1995). 
 
33 Ibid., 150-1.  
 
34 See in particular, Ibid., “Chapter 6: Not Depoliticized but Ideologically Successful: The Public Housing Program,” 
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work was done by academics and research scholars at the NUS and the Asian Research Institute (ARI), 
established in 2001 to support postgraduate inter-disciplinary research.36 Significant work from the ARI 
includes Gregory Clancey’s “Towards a Spatial History of Emergency: Notes from Singapore” (2003), 
which presents the urban and social development from the perspective of crisis, and Low Kah Seng’s 
papers from 2006 and 2007 on urban kampongs and power relations in post-war Singapore, which have 
since been expanded into a book, Squatters into Citizens (2013). These pick up on Brenda Yeoh’s earlier 
work on ideology and the urban landscape, which culminated in her book Contesting Spaces: Power 
Relations and the Urban Built Environment in Colonial Singapore,37 in which she examines colonial 
Singapore for traces of modern Singapore society, a method prevalent amongst the researchers at NUS 
Geography Department of which she is the head, and at the ARI where she leads the “Migration Cluster.” 
These multi-disciplinary studies, however, do not focus on the power-knowledge exchanges and spatial 
practices that existed prior to the establishment of the HDB, as they assume a decisive break between 
the two authorities.38  
In contradistinction to the inter-disciplinary scholarship on spatial histories that tends to organize 
the urban environment of the twentieth century between colonial and post-colonial frameworks, within the 
architectural discipline there seems to be an unacknowledged consensus that the period between 1940 
and 1975 was not only a “modern heroic period” in Singapore (and the Southeast Asian region at large), 
but also one in which the mechanisms of its nationalism bore the imprint of the British empire. This is 
particularly evident in the architecture of housing during these decades, which witnessed the replacement 
of the comparatively modest colonial housing machinery by a national housing authority in 1960, in terms 
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37 Brenda Yeoh, “Municipal Sanitary Ideology and the Control of the Urban Environment in Colonial Singapore,” in 
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Baker and Gideon Biger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 148-72.  
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of the scale of its housing efforts. From its early days, the HDB embodied principles and ideals that were 
recognizably “western” yet couched within a larger national project of development and identity formation. 
And despite the work done on urban and public space – one of the earliest being Chua and Edward’s 
edited volume, Public Space, Use and Management (1992) – there has been little interest in the 
historiography of housing during the politically contentious decades straddling the Occupation and 
Independence, which architects acknowledge as “heroic modern” and historians call the “transitional” 
period. 
 
Origins of the Project 
 I had originally intended to work on a comparative architectural analysis of Hong Kong and 
Singapore. Among the texts covered, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic Development and Public 
Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore, by Castells, Goh, and Kwok, stood out in that it posited the 
paradox between economic development and welfare provision that had found success in these “Asian 
Tigers.” It seemed a logical conclusion to work on the immediate post-WWII decades, given the 
intersecting geopolitics between Hong Kong and Singapore during the period; for the latter, these were 
the formative years of its nationhood. Furthermore, architectural writing on housing in either city was 
limited, and I felt that it would be productive to extend the analysis of Castells et al. into architecture. I 
anticipated that I would have to conduct first-hand formal and spatial analyses and from these, draw 
informed yet speculative conclusions.  
During the initial years of PhD study, I was excited to discover that not only were Hong Kong and 
Singapore not isolated from the architectural occurrences and discourses that had taken place in the key 
centers of Europe and America, but that there were particular junctures among the notable exchanges 
between ideas, people, and institutions pertaining to housing architecture and planning, especially 
through the colonial and national housing authorities and the United Nations. I worked on a research 
paper for Reinhold Martin’s colloquium on Modern/Postmodern, in which I looked into the 1976 United 




with Frampton for the Ekistics journal. Through the former, I discovered that the exclusion of Singapore 
and Hong Kong was a viable entry point for formulating a framework for the research. Through the latter, I 
re-encountered the multi-connected figure of Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, which helped me connect the dots 
between the CIAM, Team 10, Ekistics, the United Nations, and William Lim, whom Tyrwhitt had 
befriended during his year at Harvard University. The courses I took with Partha Chatterjee (On 
Nationalism) and with Nicholas de Genova (Spaces of The Everyday), in the Anthropology Department at 
Columbia University, offered a more focused framework for my project. Additionally, the course I took with 
Joan Ockman on the Architecture of the Cold War and Reinhold Martin’s book Organizational Complex, 
which had just been published in 2005, offered a way to rethink the relationships between architects, 
ideas, objects, events, and institutions within their specific political contexts. Also during these years, a 
number of new anthologies and edited volumes on architectural modernism were published, which 
reconsidered the western-dominated approach to the modern project.39 
I began my research ambitiously, first poring over the published histories of Hong Kong and 
Singapore with the hope of constructing a tight case for a meaningful comparative study. It quickly 
became evident that, because of the relatively thin secondary sources in English and Chinese on the 
architecture of housing in Hong Kong and Singapore, the effort required to conduct the archival and 
fieldwork would be tremendous. Furthermore, the official histories of the respective housing authorities 
were very dominant, and to develop an alternative critical and comparative history seemed an overly 
ambitious project. During this time, there was also a resurgence in Singapore’s greening project, which 
was first launched in 1963. The HDB had just announced its winning entry for its international competition 
for a fifty-story public housing project at the site of its first two ten-story blocks of flats, and also 
corporatized its building and development division. Soon after, a commentator on the riots that erupted in 
the Parisian suburbs pointed to Singapore’s de-segregation and multi-racial policies as a useful reference 
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for study.40 These events solidified my decision to direct my focus on the architecture of housing in 
Singapore within the political circumstances of the period concerned, and to revisit the pre- and post-
colonial identity project in which public housing was complicit. Much work was required to map the 
relationships between the architecture of domesticity and national identity. References to Hong Kong 
would be made whenever there were relevant intersections, through figures such as William Simpson and 
Patrick Abercrombie, and events such as the Symposium on the Design of High Buildings at the 
University of Hong Kong in 1961.  
There were three main trajectories that preoccupied the research process. The first was the 
identification of the key ideas and instruments responsible for constructing colonial and national identity, 
and the search for breaks and continuities among these. Here the Garden City thread emerged the 
strongest, although it was articulated, rebranded, and deployed differently at each critical historical 
juncture – the colonial and postcolonial moments, and the interregnum. The second was the search for 
various individuals and groups – architects and planners – that had been subsumed under the larger 
framework of the authorities, in particular the SIT, HDB and Urban Renewal Authority (URA). Who was 
responsible for introducing key ideas and innovations? And from where did they derive and/or generate 
their ideas? Of the few architects in private practice who received housing commissions, most were 
endorsed by the authorities. Among the oppositional voices, the loudest seemed to come from members 
of the SPUR group and their affiliates, some of whom were in the region, and others at institutions in 
Europe and America. In particular, there was also a brief window during this period when weighted 
opinions regarding the urban environment were publicly circulated via the few remaining local presses, 
mainly in The Straits Times. The third and overarching question was how to construct a critical 
architectural history of domesticity in Singapore without simply reiterating the HDB’s own history, which 
has already been written numerous times by the HDB through its reports, appointed authors, and local 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





scholars, and how to prevent criticism of the authoritarian methods of the housing authority from 
overshadowing the research project.41 
In framing the topic through these aspects, the project took on vast dimensions. It required the 
mapping of the pre- and post-war periods through the early decades of Independence. The amount of 
housing production during these four decades was tremendous, but a chronological account of the 
typological development of the flats seemed potentially unproductive, as the design and construction of 
these were more often than not simultaneously executed. In order to create a manageable archive of 
materials, I chose to focus on selected significant housing estates that demonstrated the solidification of 
ideas at each juncture. After my first trip to the British Archives at Kew Gardens, I realized that it was rich 
in the resources on Singapore only up till 1959. There was extensive coverage of the correspondences 
between the experts and the government regarding the 1963 United Nations Technical Assistance Team 
working on Singapore. However, detailed information beyond 1959 and topics such as post-
Independence housing would have to be found within the archives and libraries of relevant national 
institutions. At that time, the National Archives of Singapore was midway through digitizing its entire 
collection of materials. Thanks to a recommendation by William Lim, I was granted permission by the 
former Director of the HDB, Aline Wong, who is also co-author of Housing a Nation, to visit the HDB 
library, which was not usually accessible to the public. Primary materials were locked up and intended for 
HDB research staff only. Notwithstanding, I was able to go through the full set of annual reports, 
yearbooks, retrospectives, journals, and periodicals, as well as the reference materials the HDB had 
collected over the decades. Other information on the HDB housing was to be analyzed and culled from 
maps, photographs, exchanges, interviews, and speeches in the National Archives. Additional secondary 
sources included government and NUS jointly published research, NUS working papers and dissertations, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 In his paper “Public Housing Policies Compared: U.S., Socialist Countries and Singapore,” for the 83rd Annual 
Meeting of the American Sociological Association in Atlanta, Georgia, Chua Beng-Huat concluded that it was 
precisely Singapore’s de-commodification of housing and the draconian land policy that effectively cut down 
speculation for every land holding which would otherwise be constantly vulnerable to acquisition, and made it 
arguably a public housing program that could successfully upgrade the housing condition of the entire nation. Chua 
Beng-Huat, “Public Housing Policies Compared: U.S., Socialist Countries and Singapore” (paper presented at the 
83rd Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association, Atlanta, Georgia, USA, Aug. 24-28, 1988), working 
Paper no. 94 (Singapore: Department of Sociology, NUS, 1988), 9-14. He revisited his thesis in the late 1990s when 
the resale of HDB flats at market prices was tending towards uncurbed speculation, which was far from the Board’s 
original goal of providing affordable housing. Chua, “Private Ownership of Public Housing in Singapore,” Working 





as well as biographies of key movers in Singapore published by the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 
(ISEAS) as part of the Pioneers of Singapore project. In addition, I spent a summer conducting fieldwork 
on three housing estates and two private housing estates built in the 1950s.  
What also emerged as significant during the research was that newspapers were an important 
addition to the extant material on housing, as they performed a pivotal role in the formation of Singapore’s 
national identity. This was first brought up by Chan Heng Chee and Hans-Dieter Evers, who discuss the 
government’s efforts to shut down any form of opposition from the press in the early 1970s.42 But it was 
really Timothy Seow’s detailed account of the relationship between the media and the government that 
revealed the systematic enactment of long-term strategies to curb the dissident press, which, according to 
Seow, made the “study of the subjugation of the Singapore media a political study of the government led 
by Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in action.”43 I spent a considerable number of months poring over 
newspaper reports, advertisement posters, and promotional material on the housing projects, which 
received much attention. 1959 was a momentous year for the press. The PAP, on assuming the reins of 
government amended the Printing Presses Ordinance, which empowered the government to regulate the 
printing and publication of newspapers in Singapore, and the sale and circulation in Singapore of 
newspapers printed in Malaya.44 Through the letters and debates played out in The Straits Times 
between the government and the press in 1959, and through the laudatory reports of the work done by 
the various authorities, there is ample evidence that The Straits Times, the only significant “intellectual” 
English press left by 1970, had undergone a major shift from an oppositional voice to one that was in 
sync with the government’s by the end of the decade.45 Towards the end of my research, it became 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Heng Chee Chan and Hans-Dieter Evers. “National Identity and Nation Building in Southeast Asia,” Working Paper 
no. 6 (Singapore: Department of Sociology, NUS, 1972). See especially pages 22-24. At the time of the paper, Chan 
was lecturer of Political Science at the University of Singapore, and completing her PhD thesis, The Dynamics of 
One-party Dominance: A Study of Five Singapore Constituencies, which was subsequently published in 1976. 
Despite being critical of the government, she was appointed Singapore’s Permanent Representative to the United 
Nations from 1989 to 1991 and later served as the Ambassador of the Republic of Singapore to the United States 
from July 1996 to July 2012, the first woman from an East Asian country to be assigned to the US.  
 
43 Francis Seow, The Media Enthralled: Singapore Revisited (Boulder and London: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 1998).  
 
44 Ibid., 11-21.  
 
45 According to Seow, the merger between The Straits Times group and the Singapore News and Publications 
Limited (SNPL) to form the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) in 1984 marked a climax to the restructuring of the press 




increasingly apparent that the examination of the way in which housing and urban issues were presented 
and played out in The Straits Times would be essential to the project.  
 
Methods and Assumptions 
With this collection of materials, the first challenge was to develop a skeletal outline of political 
events that directly impacted housing design and development between 1936 and 1979. The boundaries 
of the 1936 to 1979 period considered in this project are determined by the first housing project 
implemented by the SIT in 1936 and the HDB’s introduction of the concept of the precinct in 1979, which 
coincided with the end of Singapore’s first phase of industrialization. According to the HDB’s own 
chronological narrative, housing development was conceived in terms of five-year building programs, as 
was typical for India as well. India’s first Five-Year Plan of 1951-56 was focused on institution-building 
and housing for the poor, and preceded Singapore’s (1960-64) by almost ten years.46 The HDB typically 
writes of its first decade of housing as 1960-1970 (though some historians would posit 1965-1975), 
Singapore’s first decade of Independence.47 In expanding the limits to stretch from the colonial to the 
national, it was also pertinent then to refine the scope of the research. Therefore, within these limits, a 
number of pivotal moments became points of focus for which the research and analyses were deepened, 
in particular the British return and reinstatement of the SIT in 1947, the dissolution of the SIT and the 
departure of the British in 1959, the establishment of the HDB and the launch of the first five-year building 
program in 1960, Singapore’s Independence in 1965, and the setting up of the Urban Renewal 
Department in 1967 following the Land Acquisition Act. The years circumscribing the three post-war 
moments of 1947, 1959, and 1967 became central to the chronological organization of the housing 
project.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
46 Hong Kong’s public housing program can be traced back to 1954 with establishment of the Resettlement 
Department and Housing Authority within the Urban Council, through the enactment of the Housing Ordinance and 
following the building of a resettlement estate to house the 53,000 people rendered homeless by a fire at Shek Kip 
Mei Village.  
 





Once the basis of a chronology began to emerge, the next step was to locate the dominant 
themes that would thread through these key historical moments to determine the scope of the analysis. A 
number of challenges further determined the scope. The first was the recognition that whereas 1960 was 
an important date in that it marked the start of the HDB, it was not necessarily a clean break. Construction 
began in 1952 at Queenstown, the SIT’s first new town, and was completed by the HDB in 1971. Toa 
Payoh, the HDB’s first new town, was first conceived by the SIT in 1958, but significantly altered and 
completed by the HDB in the mid-1970s.	  The overlapping years in which the two authorities worked on 
the housing projects offered an alternative to and challenged the synchronic housing narrative. Two 
publications – Toa Payoh: Our Kind of Neighborhood, published by the HDB to commemorate its fortieth 
anniversary in 2000, and 10-Stories: Queenstown Through the Years, published by the National Heritage 
Board in conjunction with the Queenstown Citizens’ Consultative Committee and the Community 
Development Council (CDC) in 2007 – were among the surge of publications between 2005 (Singapore’s 
fortieth anniversary) and 2010 (the HDB’s fiftieth anniversary) to celebrate Singapore’s early post-
Independence years.48 In each one, the history of housing was given prime importance in the construction 
of a collective national memory.  
This dissertation takes as its main context the political circumstances surrounding the building of 
each housing project. The simultaneous re-occurrence of nostalgia and projection set in motion the 
mapping of the intersecting ideas culled from the archival materials to develop a framework predicated on 
three primary methodological issues that are addressed in this dissertation. These reflect the 
preoccupations of the scholars who write about national identity and Singapore society. The disciplinary 
tensions between architecture and housing, to extend Martin Pawley’s thesis, were already set in place 
by the “philanthropic” ideologies behind mass housing and the birth of the public sector.49 Pawley 
concludes his history of housing with an overview of the utopian projects in the 1960s that fantasized “a 
possible technology for dissent” and called for a “radical change in housing policy in the west […] which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 These include the following publications: Yim Chee Peng, Aesthetically Yours, Singapore (Singapore: Roseapple, 
2005), Singapore: The First Ten years of Independence 1965-1975 (Singapore: The National Library Board and the 
National Archives of Singapore, 2007), and Ten Years that Shaped a Nation: An Exhibition Catalog (Singapore: 
National Archives and Heritage Board, 2008). This last book was the compendium to the traveling exhibition of the 
namesake that was launched on July 28, 2007 at the Singapore National Museum.   
 





owes little or nothing to the time-honored principle of permanence.” To a large extent, Pawley’s analysis 
is applicable to Singapore in that the HDB suppressed individual architectural expression for the collective 
and subsumed the triple roles of developer, architect, and landlord.50  
More importantly, Pawley’s polemic offers the project a way to explore the gaps between 
disciplinary interests that remain understudied, connecting the dots of the lines that traverse the 
separation the colonial and post-colonial. The material, archival, and bibliographic all crisscross traditional 
scholarly boundaries that dictate what is and is not acceptable source material in a given discipline. And 
because primary materials on the HDB were mainly available in the form of maps, photographs, and 
drawings of unit plans, this led me to look into speeches, radio and television broadcasts (some of which 
needed to be transcribed), newspapers, pamphlets, and related paraphernalia in public circulation. 
Through these, I traced the network of ministries, administrators, committees, and events that were 
directly and indirectly participating in housing design and development. Together with more contemporary 
interest by scholars such as Loh Kah Seng and Alan Smart (who have examined the crisis of fires to retell 
the history of urbanization in Singapore and Hong Kong, respectively), I began to construct a framework 
that connects the forms of crisis that intersect with the housing story; from this intricate map, the idea of 
improvement as a driver of housing design and urban development emerged. Within this frame, too, the 
emancipation of women was of intrinsic value to the government, as it immediately meant the expansion 
of the labor force; and the housing estate becomes the central space in this analysis.  
It is imperative to reconsider the singular top-down framework towards housing provision and 
development in Singapore, which has overshadowed any other possible perspectives on housing. The 
only other alternative form has been the free-standing house, which has to date been mainly studied from 
the point of view of a history of stylistic development. Although the Ministry of National Development took 
overriding control over all forms of urban development in the nation, the early decades were a rather 
open-ended period of ideological formation in terms of the receptivity towards concepts and inter-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Arguably, Pawley’s critique, along with Lim’s resistance and even Frampton’s critical regionalism were all romantic 




disciplinary conversations and debates on the housing environment.51 It also witnessed the sway of 
allegiances and the consolidation of positions, as the individual proponents of “architecture for the people” 
began to divide along fundamental ideological lines on issues of public rights and public space. In that 
sense, this project is also a history of public space in Singapore, insofar as it reveals the inextricable 
relationship between housing and land development with the definition of public space and conduct.52 The 
characterization of public space during the transition from the colonial to the post-colonial moment is 
especially significant when viewed from the standpoint of the sociological impact on the HDB-housed 
population. Furthermore, it allows for the situating of particular figures who emerged as important voices 
against the seeming inevitability of the complete loss of freedom of expression. These were mainly core 
members of the Singapore Planning and Urban Research (SPUR) group, which grew out of a publication 
committee of the Singapore Institute of Architects (SIA) in 1965.53  
Finally, the project challenges methodologies still prevalent in art and architectural history that still 
privilege formal and aesthetic criteria over analytical observations that seek to map the network of 
relationships between objects, images, people, institutions, and places. Conversely, among the 
architectural histories that focus on material culture, vernacular architecture, and everyday life – areas of 
inquiry legitimized by the structuralist and poststructuralist notions that social and artistic practices are not 
only constitutive of culture but also representations of values and hierarchies – formal analyses of 
architecture are often given lesser concern. At the same time, this work also takes up the challenge to re-
situate the overly focused attention on Singapore’s housing as an exceptional case by shifting the 
attention to issues relevant to developing post-colonial nations, not least the formulation and 
reformulation of crisis response as a national project. In establishing these methodological priorities, this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 The leading party could not quite reconcile the form of pragmatic socialism that it practiced with the philosophy of 
self-reliance inherent in the individualist brand of American capitalism.  
 
52 This was the same question that preoccupied Chua Beng-Huat in his research on spaces of the vernacular within 
the modern. See Chua Beng-Huat, “Modernism and the Vernacular: Transformation of Public Spaces and Social Life 
in Singapore,” Journal of Architectural and Planning Research 8, no. 3 (Autumn 1991): 203-21.  
 
53 William Lim, Tay Kheng Soon, Ho Pak Toe (SIA president from 1971 to 1973 and director of the School of 
Architecture at the NUS in the late 1980s), and Tan Jake Hooi (then Chief Planner of Singapore) were on the editorial 
committee of the issue of Rumah (name of the SIA journal, translated as Home in Malay) on planning in Singapore. It 
was during their editorial meetings that the four decided to start a study group on planning in Singapore. William Lim 
was the first Chairman of SPUR. The group grew within its first year and the members divided themselves into groups 




work takes up a process-driven approach to reveal the various priorities – whether aesthetic, functional, 
or technological – in which an object was produced, as well as those of the technocrats, critics, and 
historians engaging in the conversation. This is not a history of housing types or architectural styles. 
Nevertheless, in a country comprising East, Southeast, and South Asian diasporas, with an aesthetic 
tradition defined primarily through both colonial and post-colonial frames and with little history of a 
building industry, within a matter of a few decades half the population was rehoused and the housing 
machinery consolidated through standardization and notions of improvement. This dissertation, centered 
on the architecture of housing and domestic space, seeks to make sense of why and how this occurred.  
 
      
Fig. 0.02. Sketch diagram of the post-colonial complex visualized in terms of an agglomeration of housing 







This dissertation is organized chronologically and thematically into four chapters, plus an epilogue. 
Each of the chapters is named “habitation” in order to accurately evoke the main thrust of the arguments 
of this research. Habitation 1: Housing as Crisis, 1947-1965 maps the emergence of a public housing 
policy, built upon the tropes of “crisis” and “public improvement,” that was identical to the raison d’être 
advanced by the Colonial authority and one that had been adopted by all the architects and planners 
operating within the colonialist framework. The argument of improvement extends into the postcolonial 
context and is re-invoked by the government as a matter of national emergency that necessitated total 
state intervention. Decrying the colonialist, segregationist approach to housing, the nationalists, rising 
amidst the racial and political exigencies of the 1960s, re-invoked the “housing crisis” to promote their 
vision based on a multicultural model. This necessitated the constitution of a heterogeneous (though 
predominantly Chinese) public as a collective of racially undifferentiated citizens who were to be educated 
in their respective roles as stake-holders of the nation through, unequivocally, housing ownership. The 
“crisis” of “the house is not a home” is thus addressed by the building of “a home for the people” – the 
slogan of the national housing authority since its formation in 1960.   
Habitation 2: Open Space and Public Space, 1927-1965 picks up from the previous chapter’s 
analysis of crisis generation as the drive behind mass housing initiatives in Singapore. It traces the 
ideological development of open space and its inextricable relationship with housing in the immediate 
decades leading up to and right after the Second World War. The specific context of the term open space 
in Singapore can be traced to the plans drawn up by William J. Simpson in his 1907 Report, as discussed 
in the first chapter. Simpson designated the term to the space left behind after driving back lanes through 
the dense blocks of shophouses in the city center. Most of these spaces were typically too wide to be 
pedestrianized lanes or alleys but not large enough to be designated as parks. More accurately, it was 
not in the interest of the Municipal government to turn these open spaces into parks, but rather to clean 
up the “slumdom” of the Chinese quarters. After the war, most of the housing estates designed by the SIT 
contained green spaces that were influenced by Patrick Abercrombie’s notion of open spaces, and it was 




specific meanings and programs. This phase is particularly significant in Singapore, where the twin-
development of housing and open space is pertinent not only to the social, political, and economic 
development of the country, but also instrumental to the formation of the public sphere. Studies on the 
architectural and urban forms of modernism have predominantly focused on buildings themselves, and 
more recently, interconnected elements such as streets, plazas, and squares have also been co-opted for 
analysis.54 But little attention has been paid to open space and how as a modern conception it is 
instrumental to the formation of collective identity and the public. It is precisely in its emptying out as a 
void that it can be filled in (and refilled) and deployed in the construction of a colony and of a nation – to 
the extent that the transition from a colonial to national modernism is, as this dissertation contends, 
almost seamless. 
Habitation 3: Typological Form and Improvement, 1947-1965 examines the specific housing 
models put forth through the public platform of the exhibition, focusing on the two ways in which mass 
housing was showcased – through the display of estate, block, and apartment type-plans in national and 
international housing exhibitions, and through the actual construction of exhibition flat types and estates 
in Singapore. It contends that the case for planned modern housing, which began with the nineteenth-
century formulation of contrasts between the congested, unsanitary living conditions of “the locals” and 
the alleviated environment offered by new types, underwent a discernible alternation of experimentation 
and normalization. During the transition from colony to nation, while the housing parameters of the 
colonial Trust were reconfigured when it was replaced by the national housing authority in late 1959, the 
emphasis on the “new” and “the people” remained. The modern aesthetic of SIT’s housing – specifically 
the “functionalist” blocks from the second half of the 1950s – was retained and expanded in every 
dimension and scale. Each flat offered the citizen a tangible stake in the nation. Embedded in the national 
housing exhibitions is the idea of the public (the citizenry) as “worthy instruments for the development of 
society.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 See for example, Kenneth Frampton, “The Generic Street as a Continuous Built Form,” in On Streets, ed. Stanford 
Anderson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 308-337. Earlier, in his discursive volume Space, Time and 
Architecture, Sigfried Giedion had made the argument that the modern conception of time and space could be 
witnessed through the development of the London garden squares, amongst other artifices. Giedion, “The 
Dominance of Greenery: The London Squares,” in Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition 




Habitation 4: Commercial Space and Public Space, 1959-1979 focuses on the evolution of a 
mixed-use mass housing type. It attempts to establish the link between the shophouse and the residential 
tower and commercial podium type via the planned neighborhood unit to uncover the mechanisms in 
which public space, and its intended public, is constructed. It traces the development of housing from the 
perspective of the home and its relation to the workplace, and in so doing it extends the analysis of 
shopping as a “local” activity that “filled in” the open spaces made in the preceding chapter. The 
incorporation of the commercial (private) activity of shopping into government-owned public housing 
estates found its typological beginnings in the shophouse – a hybrid of ground-level shop and upper-level 
house – arranged terrace-style to form a continuous block façade. Construed as a vestige of colonial 
urbanism, it was initially rejected by nationalists as the architecture of blight; extensive blocks were 
demolished in the name of urban renewal in the 1960s and 1970s, and then re-vernacularized from the 
1980s. Yet, embedded in the new government’s rejection of the low-rise, high-density housing type was 
an elaboration of a hybrid, which upon closer scrutiny was not a break from the “colonial” type that they 
sought but rather the reframing of an earlier colonial notion.  
The concluding chapter returns to the question of the public by examining the rift between the 
government and the architectural profession, and by extension the split between housing and architecture, 
in the accelerated process of transforming the island-state into a garden city. The Epilogue, 
Domesticating the Public and Public Domesticity, begins with a radio broadcast forum in which the Dutch 
architect and theorist Aldo van Eyck was invited as one of three panel speakers to discuss Singapore’s 
beautification program. Three major events pertaining to housing, urban renewal, and greening, 
respectively, background this national radio broadcast. The first was the launch of the Urban Renewal 
Department Sales of Sites program in 1967, following its establishment within the Housing Development 
Board in late 1966. Another was the completion in 1968 of Toa Payoh New Town, the first new town fully 
planned and designed by the HDB. The third was the government’s three-year plan to transform the 
island-state into a garden city. Taken together, these programs undertaken by the government emphasize 
the reciprocal and integral relationship between the design and planning of the housing environment and 





Housing as Crisis, 1907-1965 
 
“So I scribbled and watched. Watched families move from hovels to high-rises; watched 
boys grow straight-legged and strong, girls bright-eyed and full-breasted. Watched as our 
GNP grew and we happily extinguished the light of self-determination as we did our 
cigarettes, swallowed our self-respect as we did our chewing gum. I watched but was 
silent. 
Time passed. Our island prospered. Communism died. Enemies became friends. Over a 
tired world, freedom’s dawn was breaking, warming limbs stiff from the cold of repression, 
lighting the roads so people could walk on their own. Could we too not sing, speak our 
minds, shape our destinies? 
Oh no, our masters told us. Freedom and justice were Western ideas and alien to our 
Asian genes. We, on our little island, would have our own form of freedom, our own 
brand of justice. 
For the first time in my life I was afraid. Truly afraid. Words, the signposts of truth, were 
being made to lie.”55 
— Gopal Baratham, “Personal History of an Island,” 2001 
 
In The City of Forgetting, neurosurgeon and writer Gopal Baratham’s presents an assortment of 
characters, each embroiled in the historical struggle to displace the colonial British rule that had largely 
shaped developments in Singapore and Malaya since the late eighteenth-century. For the boy (the author 
himself) who witnessed the colonization of his island twice over – first by the English and then by the one-
party government – the only way of grappling with his own identity and that of the place he lived in was 
through the recording of his memories in text. “Write it down,” urged his teacher who did not live long 
enough to witness the complete re-colonization of the island and its people, “[t]hese things must not be 
forgotten. A people without a memory are a race of zombies.”56 Allegorical and often autobiographical, 
Baratham’s protagonists – many of whom are nameless character types, such as the boy, teacher, 
mother, father – manifest the crisis of being not at home; each feeling not quite comfortable in the places 
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they dwell in, be it social, class, racial, or geographical position. The pervasiveness of the “unhomely” – of 
not feeling at home in a place that has modeled itself at every level as the ideal home for the past half a 
century – peaks when the characters realize the inevitability of their situation. So the boy at the end of 
“Personal History” keeps writing his thoughts and whenever he does, he weeps: “’Sometimes I weep a lot, 
but I hope not enough for my tears to wash away my words.”57 Yet there is no other place he can imagine 
himself to be other than the island-nation which he calls home. Thoughts narrated in words become the 
channel for conveying feelings of hopelessness at being caught somewhere between belonging to a 
place and being deeply estranged from it.  
Like Baratham, other writers have invoked memory and its preservation through literary means as 
a trope depicting the increasing sense of dread and inevitability of living in a “perfectly planned” 
environment in which the government continually persuades its citizens that they are being housed in the 
best homes that could ever be built for them. Whereas the crisis of identity pervades Singapore literature 
and has preoccupied its writers, it has also provided the opportunity and space for architects and 
planners to invent new monuments to a new nation. Imbued with the spirit of nationalism and trained in 
the language of modernism, these young architects designed heroic modern buildings like the National 
Theater designed by Alfred Wong Partnership (1960-63), the Singapore Conference Hall and Trade 
Union House designed by the Malayan Architects and Architects Team 3 (1961-65), the MND Complex 
by the HDB (1969), and the Singapore Power Building by Tan Puay Huat & Ong Chin Bee (1971-78). (Fig. 
1.01) With the exception of the Ministry of National Development (MND) Complex, all were the result of 
national architectural competitions. While private architects were pouring their energies into the designs 
of these new building types, the HDB, articulating the construction of housing as a problem of critical 
dimensions, was constructing flats for the lower- and middle-class at a projected rate of 10,000 every five 
years. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  







Fig. 1.01 Heroic modernism. Singapore Conference Hall and Trade Union House designed by Malayan Architects 
Co-Partnership (Lim Chong Keat, William S.W. Lim and Chan Voon Fee) and Architects Team 3 (1961-65). Images 
taken c.1965. 
 
During the first two decades of nation-building, questions of heritage and preservation were 
predominantly formulated from the perspective of tourism; and it was during this period that civic 
structures dating back to the colonial era were retained for the symbolic purpose of contextualizing the 
colonial history of the new nation. Subsequently, the search for the vernacular was posed within the 
confines of stylistic debates, and mainly within the opposition of Western, aka modern, versus traditional, 
which evokes a regional (Malayan) vernacular. It was within such binary formulations that the architecture 
of the house was reconsidered in the 1980s and 1990s, which saw the formation of the Singapore 
Heritage Society (1986) and the National Heritage Board (1993). In the 1990s, a number of illustrated 
books were published, such as Robert Powell’s The Asian House (1993), The Tropical Asian House 
(1998), and The Urban Asian House (1998); Tan Hock Beng’s Tropical Architecture and Interiors (1994); 
and William Lim’s Contemporary Vernacular: Evoking Traditions in Asian Architecture (1998). At the 




(1982), Ronald Knapp’s The Chinese House (1990) and Roxana Waterson’s The Living House (1990). 
During this period, the magazine Mimar (1981-92), edited by Brian Brace Taylor and based in Singapore, 
was founded, which focused on the architecture of the developing world. The Japanese architectural 
magazine A+U also began to focus more on the work produced in the region. The influence of Kenneth 
Frampton’s Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance underlies most of 
the work in Singapore and Southeast Asia through the 1990s. However, the “house” – preceded by the 
adjectives “tropical,” “vernacular,” or “Asian” (or a combination of these) – was the main subject of the 
pervasive regional architectural discourse, and thus collective housing, whether public or private, 
remained outside.  
Paradoxically, the national identity was so deeply entrenched in the public housing blocks which 
bore the modernist form and aesthetic that architectural discourse or design analysis beyond such 
stylistic trajectories were deferred, or rather contained. To a large extent, the housing authority produced 
its own discourse and history, setting up conversations within its own divisions and with the other 
authorities. The HDB’s adoption of the postmodern “dress” in housing estates built in the 1980s and after 
is, on the one hand, posited as a response to homogeneity, and on the other consistent with the Board’s 
paternalistic approach to how the citizens should live. While the block designs, apartment plans, and 
estate layouts were still recognizably modernist, the introduction of bright, pastel colors and decorative 
motifs or blocks with abstract vernacular motifs and gabled roofs atop lift cores or rooftop mechanical 
rooms reflect the postmodern aesthetic turn. Internationally, the HDB’s memorializing of Singapore’s 
housing history was played out in Habitat International, first via William Lim’s essay, and culminating in 
Tampines New Town. In October 1992, Tampines became the first new town to receive the World Habitat 
Award in the Developed Country Category “for innovative and successful human settlements” awarded by 
the Building and Social Housing Foundation (BSHF) of the United Nations. Planned in the 1970s, this was 
the HDB’s largest new town of a population larger than 200,000. It was commended for its precinct 
planning concept, with streets laid out along a grid-iron pattern.58  
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Sociologist Chua Beng-Huat was the first to speak out publicly against the over-simplification of 
equating style with tradition and identity, pointing out at a 1981 seminar that “[f]or many residents, the 
elevator box is psychologically a most uncomfortable space.” He concludes his paper “Working Towards 
Community Cohesiveness: Some Suggestions for Residents Committees” with tips on how such common 
amenities and spaces can be focal points from which “the sense of familiarity” found in the kampongs can 
be cultivated in the “indifferent, cold corridors of HDB blocks.”59 The primary task for Chua and his team 
was to convince the residents that not only were their lives improved but the lifestyles they were familiar 
with need not change; that the kinds of everyday routines they were used to could continue within these 
modernized spaces. The ultimate goal was to minimize the sense of estrangement for those who had 
moved from very different dwelling arrangements to these homogenized and sanitized estates organized 
along modernist lines and adhering to the codes of modern domestic architecture introduced by the SIT 
and adopted by the HDB after 1960.60  
Crisis has been an ongoing condition of the nation. Its perpetuation is critical to the sustainability 
of a community of islanders whose floating identities with past alliances native to other geographies – 
China, India, England, etc. – are stitched together in a multi-racial tapestry called Singapore and retold 
through the national story. This condition underlies the paradox in the history of Singapore’s housing and 
urban landscape: the persistence of homelessness that arose from the construction of the “home” 
throughout the three phases of colony, nation, and globalization. At the heart of the housing crisis is the 
displacement of the intimate and the private by the modern universalizing tenets of efficiency, economy, 
and technology. The ownership and inhabitation of an HDB flat preserves the façade of domestic idyll, 
behind which lay a highly engineered social and architectural program. The citizen as homeowner of the 
unhomely flat – an architecture that is unfamiliar – fulfills the modern national project equating home 
ownership with citizenship, though the right to expression is relinquished even within the domain of the 
flat. The collective dwellings built by the HDB in post-Independence Singapore manifest the architecture 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
59 “Ample Room for Kampong Life in HDB Estates,” The Straits Times, February 23, 1981, 7. 
 
60 Chua returned to Singapore in 1984 to become Director of the Social Research Unit at the HDB but left in 1985 to 
pursue an academic career and to continue his critical writings on Singapore politics. After this brief stint at the HDB – 
a task force set up to conduct “socio-economic research on conditions in HDB estates” – he went on to join the 
Department of Sociology at the National University of Singapore. Arguably, the academic institution provided a more 




of the unhomely, but through the implementation of various strategies to suppress the unhomeliness of 
the modern flat, it was able to overcome the sociological crisis of estrangement – a subject of concern 
that led to the establishment of the social research unit within the HDB in the early 1980s. Thus the 
development of the island nation-state is intrinsically linked to that of its housing, both of which were 
reinforced by their proponents through the history of crisis and its response.  
 
The Crisis of Sanitation, 1907 
“Situated on high ground and apart from noisy thoroughfares and insanitary surroundings, 
it enjoys the reputation of being one of the coolest and healthiest residences in 
Singapore.”61 
— Advertisement for “The Mansion,” Information for Travellers Landing at Singapore, 1908 
 
In Singapore and Hong Kong, the colonialist perspective being set apart from the indigenous and 
majority Chinese lower-class population dwelling in insanitary conditions was pervasive. The formulation 
of social economic crises through housing stretches back to the 1870s, when a “global” hygiene crisis 
followed the general acceptance of the “germ theory” and brought to the fore the relationship between 
disease and unsanitary urban conditions. In the decades that followed, exhibitions and congresses on 
hygiene were held in major cities around the world. The first exhibition on hygiene was held in Berlin in 
1883, but it was the International Health Exhibition held in London in the following year, which saw 4 
million visitors, that propelled the hygiene gospel to an international level.62 The five-day International 
Congress of Hygiene and Demography, held in conjunction with the exhibition, focused on “school 
hygiene.” Governments in Europe and America responded by reviewing their urban infrastructures and 
introducing policies for mandatory hygiene education in schools.63 The International Congress of Hygiene 
and Demography consolidated the relationship between hygiene, poverty, disease, behavior/discipline 
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and housing. In the 1891 Congress in London, a small select group of “native experts” from colonial India 
were invited to participate.64 Notwithstanding the minimal “native” representation in the early Congresses, 
problems of hygiene, public health, and housing in the city had been brought to the colonial governments 
since the 1870s.65 The “great requirements […] of fresh air and pure water as the primary means of 
preventing the outbreak of disease,” and “a rigid system of inspection applied to shipping […] to prevent 
the advent of diseases from other ports” were deemed as identical needs of both the empire and the 
colonies.66  
The decades leading up to the First World War saw a significant increase in the number of “home 
experts” leaving the academic hallows of Cambridge and Oxford to teach hygiene to the colonies and to 
head newly established commissions on sanitation and disease prevention. One of these experts, William 
John Simpson, Professor of Hygiene at King’s College in London and former health Officer of Calcutta, 
arrived in Singapore on May 15, 1906.67 Simpson’s 1905 Treatise on Plague, which details the disease’s 
history, epidemiology, preventive measures, and contemporary experiments, consolidated his status as 
the Empire’s consultant-at-large for all matters concerning the plague. As outlined in the preface to his 
voluminous book, though the plague as an epidemic disease was by then “merely of historical interest,” 
the 1896 outbreak in India after an absence of 200 years called for vigilance to protect Europe from “an 
invasion of the disease.”68 Simpson was also quick to point out that it was in the other continents where 
the disease had “acquired a lodgement” that vigilant work needed to be done to prevent an outburst 
leading to the “disease spreading to other countries or of the serious risk attendant on plague being 
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allowed to spread without understanding the methods by which this happens.”69 Among the important 
conclusions of the book was that the disease crises of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
problems of sanitation largely attributed to overcrowded dwelling conditions – the work following the 
discovery of the Danysz Bacillus showed that “sunlight, fresh air, good ventilation and dryness are very 
important factors in the sterilization of the plague microbe and should always be brought into requisition 
as sanitary measures both in the prevention and checking of plague.”70 This belief was shared amongst 
his peers in the colonial municipalities – Dr. Nield Cook, who took over his job of Health Officer, described 
Calcutta’s death-rate of 37.9 per 1,000 as representing “a very serious state of things.” Reiterating 
Simpson’s comparison of Calcutta’s sanitation to that of an “African Village,” Cook concluded that:  
Infant mortality is not responsible for the high death-rate: it is due to over-crowding and 
its attendant evils. Over-crowding of houses on a site, in many cases with no sufficient 
interspaces or means of access, over-crowding of rooms in the tenement, with dark 
passages and insufficient court-yards, and over-crowding of people in the room, with the 
resulting vitiation of air, imperfect conservancy and easy infection form one house to 
another.71  
 
Throughout the Treatise, Simpson is explicit in stating that the outbreak of plague is 
geographically, culturally, class and racially specific – even going so far to say that there were critics who 
saw “the ravages of plague as a blessing rather than as an evil to be overcome by every means possible, 
whose contention is that plagues are necessary and are Nature’s methods of keeping down an enormous 
population that would otherwise perish by hunger.”72 He traced the history and distribution of plague from 
the early centuries through the nineteenth century to Yunnan, China, where the existing pandemic 
originated and had spread eastwards to Canton and Hong Kong as well as southwards towards India. 
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The “trends of intercourse and trade” brought about by foreign travel and increasing industrial labor 
practices further opened the global borders for the plague. While the plague hit all in its path, the lower 
laboring classes were the ones who were most unable to escape its death grip, as evidenced by the 
demographic statistics. In his Second Memorandum on Plague Prevention in Hong Kong (March 20, 
1902), Simpson highlights four circumstances that led to the recurrence of plague in the Colony: first, the 
“intimate intercourse with infected areas”; second, that it was a “great emporium with hongs and godowns 
filled with stores and infested with rats susceptible to the disease; third, the poor class of people of which 
the greater part of Hong Kong consisted; and fourth, the conditions under which a large proportion of this 
class live.”73 The Cantonese Chinese laboring class and their dwelling conditions are further singled out 
as evils that needed to be eradicated: 
In No. 5 District, for instance, there is over 840 persons per acre, which is more than 
three times the worst and most crowded area of Calcutta. Apart from too many houses 
being erected on too small a space, the evils attendant on the overcrowding of a dirty 
class of people are accentuated by the kind of buildings erected. It is possible to erect 
high buildings which are sanitary, but in Hong Kong the buildings are insanitary in 
structure and design, and also high. The proximity of the older houses to one another 
obstructs sunlight, and the internal structure of the houses, apart from cubicles, further 
darkens the rooms so that it is often not until one reaches the second or the top story 
that there is sufficiency of air and light to secure a healthy habitation. It is in these dark 
rooms and shops that rats and human beings have a common habitation.74 
 
That the Chinese populace was the cause of the sanitation crisis was a view common to nearly all 
expatriates working in the colonies with predominantly Chinese population. A newspaper article in 1886 
went as far as to publicly state that the Chinese “time-honored uncleanly and unbecoming ways” allowed 
them “to pig together amid dirt, grime, and squalor.”75 Citing the failed attempts by the Spanish colonial 
government in Manila to improve the housing conditions through by-laws against overcrowding, the article 
stated that “unless Chinese human nature [undergoes] a change,” it would be difficult for them to keep 
abreast of “the march of progress in sanitation and hygiene.”76 Before Simpson, Professor of Municipal 
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Engineering at University College London and Imperial civil engineer Osbert Chadwick (son of social 
reformer Edwin Chadwick, author of The Sanitary Condition of the Laboring Population, 1842), was sent 
to Hong Kong to study the sanitation conditions of its buildings to which he introduced sanitary reforms 
similar to those his father proposed in Britain.77 His description of the insanitary conditions of the older 
streets and buildings in Hong Kong in his 1882 Report on the Sanitation of Hong Kong was referenced by 
Simpson, who pointed out that notwithstanding the significance of the report which led to the Public 
Health Ordinance of 1887, the original clauses intended for the improvement of buildings by providing 
open spaces at the rear were met with strong opposition by “one of the Chinese members of the Sanitary 
Board and by others.”78 Simpson’s emphasis on “the Chinese” revealed another colonialist view of the 
culture – that they would rather live in cramped unhygienic conditions than sacrifice landed property in the 
Colony, or interfere with vested interests and risk having public confidence shaken to the ground. 
The idea of the Chinese as an unsanitary, uncivilized population was already present in the first 
colonial plan of Singapore. Philip Jackson’s 1822 Plan of the Town of Singapore revealed the 
assumptions made by Raffles, and the subsequent Municipal governments, of the dwelling requirements 
of the growing number of Chinese immigrants.79 (Fig. 1.02) The Chinese quarter, from its earliest 
designation following Jackson’s plan, was smaller, denser, and at a lower topography than the European 
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Town on the north side of the river. Raffles conveyed to the first governor William Farquhar, that it would 
be “necessary to allot sufficient space in a convenient and proper situation for officers’ bungalows.”80  
From the beginning, considerations of health, safety and fear of native contamination meant proper 
separation of the European community from the Chinese and the native quarter. For purposes of planning 
his new city, Raffles divided the Chinese inhabitants into three classes: the lower classes (artisans), who 
earned their livelihood by handicrafts and personal labor, and who were then in occupation of a 
considerable portion of the seaside and riverside; a higher and more respectable class engaged in 
mercantile speculation (merchants); and the cultivators who were to be excluded from the proposed town 
limits.81 Those living within the town limits were to be differentiated between “fixed residents and 
itinerants.” Those who owned land outside of the proposed new town limits – the designated “part of town 
to the south-west of the Singapore River” – were required to remove their dwellings with minimal 
compensation.82 The direct effect of “Modern Singapore” was the homogenization of the diverse group of 
Chinese in the colony as a legal and statistical entity by the government, and by themselves as a 
“national” community in opposition to other ethnicities such as the Malays, Indians, Europeans, and 
Eurasians.83 Seen in isolation, the Chinese were distributed over a very wide range of wealth and 
occupation, highly differentiated in education and broken up into several loosely constituted dialect 
groups, each with specific customs.84  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Raffles to Farquhar, June 25, 1819, Straits Settlements Records, L10, National Library, Singapore. 
 
81 Song, One Hundred Years, 11-12.  
 
82 Ibid., 15. 
 
83 Maurice Freedman, “Colonial Law and Chinese Society,” The Journal of Royal Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland 80, no. 1/2 (1950): 97. 
 
84 Seah Eu Chin, who wrote the first account of the Chinese community in Singapore in Volume 1 of Logan’s Journal 
(1847), classified the Chinese inhabitants into six distinct groups: 1. Chinese from Hokkien province, 2. Malacca-born 
Chinese, 3. Chinese from the department of Teochew under the jurisdiction of the Canton province, 4. Chinese from 
Canton, 5. Khek Chinese from the two provinces of Hokkien and Canton, and 6. Chinese from Hainan, which was 






Fig. 1.02 Lt. Jackson’s Plan of the Town of Singapore, 1828; c.1922. The European town and the Chinese quarter 
are on either sides of the Singapore River, which was flanked by the central business and government area. The 
other ethnic groups – Arabs, Bugis, Chuliahs and “natives” (Malays) – are in small kampongs along the periphery of 
the city center.  
 
The development of the city and its various public institutions corresponded to the steady 
increase of the Chinese population and its replacement of the Malays as the dominant racial community 
in the colony. By 1859, 40 years after the British had founded Singapore, the Chinese community made 
up more than half of the total population. On the eve of the First World War, almost three-quarters of the 
population of Singapore were of Chinese descent, the majority being new immigrants of the laboring class 
who came with the original intention of returning to China.85 At the beginning, the work of the small 
department of Public Works and Convicts, set up in 1833 with George Drumgoole Coleman as its first 
superintendent, was primarily to police of the town in which the majority of the convicts were Chinese of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 In 1860, the Chinese population of 50,043 formed 62% of the total population. It grew to 72% by 1911. Song, One 






the “laboring classes” – “beggars, villains and thieves,” secret triad members, robbers, pirates, etc.86 The 
expansion of the department to the infrastructure of the town really began only in the 1870s, following the 
personal donation of a wealthy Straits-born Chinese, Tan Kim Seng, for the construction of a modern 
water system in the town.87  
This time also saw the public search for a Municipal Health Officer (MHO) – the first, William R.C. 
Middleton, was appointed in 1894 and held the post until 1920 – spurred by the urgency in addressing the 
town’s sanitation.88 The Municipal government’s focus on dwelling conditions of the urban masses forced 
a collaboration between the Municipal Health Officer and the Municipal Engineer on the hygiene and 
sanitation of the city prior to the formal establishment of public authorities. Simpson’s report reveals the 
somewhat awkward relationship between the two professions, alluding to the inadequacy of Chadwick 
using an engineering reason to make the case for the improvement of buildings by providing open spaces 
at the rear. While these clauses in Chadwick’s 1882 report were not incorporated in Hong Kong’s Public 
Health Ordinance of 1887, the enforced acquisition of land for new buildings and the implementation of 
back lanes in existing blocks subsequently underscored Singapore’s Improvement Ordinance of 1918.89  
 
Simpson’s Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 1907 
William J. Simpson’s 1907 Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore played an important 
role in pushing for the establishment of an Improvement Trust in the Colony. It was the first publication of 
its kind that addressed sanitation as a direct issue of planning and housing design. The coverage of the 
Report includes housing layout and design, sewerage and refuse removal and disposal, water, milk and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Song, One Hundred Years, 73-4. Coleman was an Irish civil architect who arrived in Singapore in 1822 upon the 
invitation of Raffles to advise him on the town plan. 
 
87 Tan donated $13,000 in 1859, but it was not until 1877 that the first water works were completed, and then opened 
in 1878. “The Supply of Water at Singapore,” The Straits Times, November 12, 1859, 3. See also, Song, One 
Hundred Years, 49.  
 
88 See “Hygiene in Singapore,” The Straits Times, July 17, 1875, 4. Also, “Our Local Affairs,” Straits Times Overland 
Journal, February 8, 1877, 2. For the public announcement of Middleton’s appointment, see “The Municipality,” The 
Straits Times, December 22, 1893, 3. 
 
89 “Singapore Housing: Report of the Government Commission,” The Straits Times, August 22, 1918, 7. See also, 





rice supplies, and concludes with the need for quarantine and proper hospital administration. Of these, 
the greatest detail was given to proposals to improve housing conditions, which were explained through 
various examples at the end. The Report, a fuller version of the two Preliminary Memoranda on Plague 
Prevention in Hong Kong of 1902, begins by establishing the relationship between climate and health, the 
predominantly Chinese population that constitute the masses (72 percent of total population according to 
the 1901 census) and their high death-rate.90 The Malay community is singled out, though Simpson states 
that a “high-infantile mortality is not confined to the Malays, it is common to the other races, Europeans 
excepted.” In concluding that in Singapore “there is an excessive adult mortality as well as an excessive 
infantile mortality,” he quickly establishes that the majority of the deaths were caused by diseases: “A 
death-rate of 8 per 1,000 for tuberculosis and 11 per 1,000 for respiratory and tubercular diseases at 
once direct attention to the housing conditions, and it is with these we shall first deal.”91 
For Simpson, the houses that required immediate attention were those occupied by the Chinese 
in the city center. The considerably well-ventilated and well-lit houses of the “European” domestic styles, 
most of which were located on open grounds and/or on high elevations, did not suffer from overcrowding 
and sanitation problems as in the Chinese houses. Emphasizing the invisibility of the crisis, Simpson 
points out that the issue of overcrowding was not visible from the street – an important aspect of his 
argument for house visits (a precedent to the building surveys that were to be undertaken by the SIT to 
determine blocks for complete or partial demolition). “There is very little indication from the general 
appearance of the town that over-crowding of the area by buildings is an important factor in its 
unhealthiness,” he writes, emphasizing that “[t]he blocks of houses, and the houses themselves, have to 
be visited before such a conclusion is possible.”92 He praises the modern planning of the colony’s founder 
Stamford Raffles, particularly the fact that there are no “narrow streets and winding lanes which are to be 
found in many of the towns of the East,” and that most of the houses were low rise (two stories) and 
interspersed with open spaces and recreation grounds including “old Chinese burial grounds, to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 William J. Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore (London: Waterlow & Sons, 1907), 5. 
 







extent that “the town with its suburbs covers an extensive area.”93 He identifies the Chinese to be 
responsible for marring the spaciousness and beauty of the city, and messing up the plan:  
The Chinese… forming over 70 per cent of the population, are to be found more or less 
everywhere, and their style of building is noticeable wherever they settle. Hence the evils 
which the particular design of house building gives rise to where the Chinese are located 
in numbers is also to be noted to extend in a lesser degree to quarters occupied chiefly 
by other races, whose houses are of a different type, but where the Chinaman is allowed 
to build.94 
 
Although he concedes that the housing conditions of the Malays were no more sanitary – they 
lived in “unhealthy areas of a different kind”95 – the problem with the housing of the Malays was contained 
within the kampongs. The Malay community, which consisted of 14 percent of the total population in 1901, 
did not pose an immediate urban problem as the kampongs were mostly located outside of the city center, 
for their “best sites are on inlets of the sea.”96 As these were not on valuable urban land, for the colonial 
government, the problem of insanitary housing was the Malays’ own to deal with. The Chinese, on the 
other hand, with their preference “to build horizontally” when possible (the reference Simpson makes here 
is to courtyard-type housing) and the laboring masses, who did not seem to mind huddling in tight cubicle-
dwelling without windows, were turning the original urban configuration into “a piece of mosaic work,” 
where nearly every open space had been filled in by a building.97 Simpson describes in detail the two 
types of overcrowding – of areas with houses and of houses with inhabitants – and the processes leading 
to the existing state of insanitation, concluding that “these two factors are well-known causes of high 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 11. Home characterizes Raffles segregated plan of 
Singapore as a taxonomist approach based on Raffles’ own hierarchical classification of societies, yet going beyond 
a crude division of “whites” and “blacks” to distinguish six main groups: European, Chinese, Malay, Indian, Arab and 
Bugis; within them the classes are distinguished between merchants and the artisans (“those gaining their livelihood 
by handicrafts and personal labor”). Robert Home, Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British Colonial Cities 
(London: E&FN Spon, 1997), 118-22. Others have explored Raffles role as a planner. See in particular, C.M. Cangi, 
“Civilizing the People of South-East Asia: Sir Stamford Raffles’ Town Plan for Singapore, 1819-23,” Planning 
Perspectives 8, no. 2 (1993): 166-87. Teo Siew Eng, “Planning Principles in Pre-and Post-Independence Singapore,” 
Town Planning Review 63, no. 2 (1992): 163-85. Brenda S. Yeoh, Contesting Space: Power Relations and the Urban 
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death-rates, and the remedy lies in the removal of these causes in the old localities and in their 
prevention in the new and in those parts of the town not yet overbuilt on.”98 (Fig. 1.03)  
 
 
Fig. 1.03 Diagram showing the number of deaths recorded in five years (1901-05) from tuberculosis in two blocks of 
houses: “The plan […] very graphically illustrates the great incidence of the disease in houses of a class which are 
numerous in the town […] The disease once in a house tends to recur, some years being worse than others, until it 
almost assumes an epidemic form. The conditions as regards light and air in a house that are favorable to phthisis 
are also those which are favorable to plague, whenever this disease acquires a firm hold in a town.”99  
 
The racial and cultural bias that tainted Simpson’s analysis of the reciprocal relationship between 
sanitation and housing was an inherent aspect of the colonial psyche, which underscored the ideology of 
improvement. The Chinese style of urban dwelling, for Simpson, was to either build vertically and contract 
the courtyards or to acquire the property behind to connect through to the other street; sometimes both 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Ibid., 29. Though not mentioned in the Report, the gambling and opium smoking habits of the Chinese were seen 
as directly linked to their inability to improve on their housing situation and their high death rates from tuberculosis, 
respectively. See for example, Song, One Hundred Years, 437-39. 
 





plans were adopted. Such a combination of Chinese and European methods of building, especially in the 
Chinese quarter on the south side of the river, resulted in an urban mass of building blocks abutting each 
other, which brought about “a very unhealthy condition of affairs […] absolutely destructive to healthy 
lighting and ventilating of the houses, and to efficient scavenging and drainage of houses in the 
blocks.”100 The encroachment of the Chinese and their dwellings beyond the south into the north was 
seen as the spreading of a disease – “the same evils” – that needed to be arrested by the adoption of 
proper building laws and regulations and rigorous administration to prevent “the wholesale creation of 
insanitary areas.”101 Simpson produced three main objections based on his anthropological journeys 
(trespassing) through the labyrinth of Chinese houses bounded by Upper Nankin Street, South Bridge 
Road, Upper Cross Street and New Bridge Road: first, the darkness at the back on the lower floor; 
second, the passage of the drainage through the house and nuisance arising from such an arrangement; 
and third, the impossibility of emptying the latrine except by the coolie entering the house and carrying the 
night-soil through the front door.102 (Figs. 1.04 and 1.05) 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 12. 
 
101 Ibid. The Eugenic thinking prevalent in the first decades of the twentieth century linking housing and sanitation 
directly to morality was channeled through the Bishop of Birmingham in his report on “Race Renewal” at the 
Conference of the National Council of Public Morals in Westminster London, in 1917. Made public via the English 
press to the local public, the report alleged that certain kinds of demoralization had increased during the war. “Abject 
poverty was associated with bad housing, and bad housing was often at the root of moral degradation. Bad housing 
had been largely responsible for the decline of the birth-rate, which would prevent the renewal of our depleted race. 
Bad housing also had a tendency to drive people into vicious indulgence. It was the prime harbinger of disease; 
abolish slumdom and tuberculosis would disappear. And with a diminution of disease would come a diminution of 
immorality.” “Housing and Morals,” The Straits Times, May 18, 1917, 10. This thinking persisted throughout the 
colonial era into the 1950s. 
 
102 Ibid., 12-13. Simpson used this sample size to illustrate the different stages through which the buildings pass – 
from slight alterations to modification beyond recognition – which he claimed was visible in almost every street. The 






    
Fig. 1.04 Insanitary housing conditions as presented by Simpson. Left: Photo showing central passage on lower floor 
of tenement house. Middle: Central passage of lower floor in tenement house, with cubicles on each side. Right: 
Raised Malay huts on the mud flats of the Singapore River; hut in which dark dwelling rooms were constructed 
underneath the original floor.   
 
 
Fig.1.05 Two-story house converted into a tenement house: “The lower floor is subdivided into dark and ill-ventilated 
cubicles, each of which is used as a living room by one or more inmates.” Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition 
of Singapore, 36-7.  
 
Simpson’s proposals to purge the city of its unsanitary evils were predicated on municipal control 
in all areas of building, and each necessitated, in one way or another, an increase in visibility of and 
accessibility to the individual dwellings as direct responses to his three main objections to existing 
building conditions. He called for a special ordinance along the lines of working-class housing in England 
and the setting up of a sanitary board headed by a Principal Civil Medical Officer as Chairman.103 Most 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





significantly, he proposed that a “Sanitary Court” would replace the “Police Court” to handle cases of 
public nuisance that pertained to dwelling:  
Where a closing order has been made in respect of any dwelling-house, and has not 
been cancelled by a subsequent order, then the Municipal Commissioners, if of opinion 
that the dwelling-house has not been rendered fit for human habitation, and that the 
necessary steps are not being taken with all due diligence to render it so fit, and the 
continuance of any building being or being part of the dwelling-house constitutes a public 
nuisance, or is dangerous or injurious to the health of the public or to the inhabitants of 
the neighboring dwelling houses, shall pass a resolution that it is expedient to order the 
demolition of the building.104 
 
The implications of this proposal for transfer of authority were threefold: first, it meant that 
sanitation measures contained the mechanism of surveillance previously within the jurisdiction of the 
police; second, it meant that the personal hygiene and the privacy of an individual’s or a family’s domicile 
– a private space – was now not only a personal concern but under municipal control; third, and closely 
linked to the first two, was that the Chinese were henceforth to live in a way regulated by the Municipal 
Authority rather than allowed to organize their own dwelling arrangements.105 It was not an accidental slip, 
then, that Simpson referred to the inhabitants of tenement houses as “inmates” and their cubicles 
described as “cells.”106 The basis for the opening up of the blocks with back lanes and for uncovering the 
houses, was not only a medical one – for sunlight to destroy “disease germs”107 – but was underscored by 
Victorian ideals of morality (a low tolerance for crime and a strict social code of conduct amidst a rigid 
class system) that extended into the domestic realm and were behind the housing reforms taking place in 
England.108  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 38-9. 
 
105 The Board of Commissioners was primarily constituted by the British. There were a few Chinese men elected to 
the Board, but by the turn of the century, growing resentment against the English over matters such as the 
unsympathetic attitude of the Home Government over the Military contribution and the Crown Lands Encroachment 
Ordinance X of 1883 resulted in the reluctance amongst those eligible to step out for election. For example, Tan Jiat 
Kim was elected a Municipal Commissioner on the passing of the first Municipal Ordinance and resigned at the end 
of the second term when no influential Chinese candidate agreed to be nominated for election to the seat vacated by 
the death of Lim Eng Keng. He served as a member of the Legislative Council from 1889 to 1915, after Dr. Lim Boon 
Keng who in 1895 took over the position from Seah Liang Seah (member from 1883-1890 and 1894-95). Lim 
resumed the post after Tan in 1915. Song, One Hundred Years History, 194, 213, 234-35.  
 
106 Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 13. 
 
107 Ibid., 5.  
 
108 Alison Ravetz, “Housing for the Poor,” in Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment 




Simpson proposed the removal of the two forms of overcrowding to be effected by intrusive 
measures. These included the coring of back lanes to the existing houses, following the scheme 
proposed by the Committee consisting of Dr. Donald Keith McDowell (Principal Civil Medical Officer of the 
Straits Settlements from 1903 to 1908 and chief Medical Officer until 1915), Dr. William R.C. Middleton 
(Municipal Health Officer from 1894-1920), and Mr. Pierce (Municipal Engineer from 1901-16); the 
opening up of the dark and airless portions of houses deemed unhealthy owing to their defective 
construction; the removal of all cubicles from the ground floors of houses; the removal of all cubicles on 
other floors except those that had direct access to external air or had an open skylight; enforcing sections 
of the house against overcrowding; and holding the owner of the houses responsible for unsanitary 
conditions.109 Following these curative measures was a list of preventive ones whereby he concluded that 
the municipality would prepare an extension plan of the town by permitting new houses to be built only 
according to the regulations outlined, restricting the number of houses per acre and apportioning new 
open spaces. The general principles to be followed in such a plan contained the proposition that 
openness and open space for surveillance and control, as well as urban visual relief, was the solution to 
the malady of the urban disease.110  
 
Sanitation Control as Surveillance 
The establishment of Municipal Sanitation provided the context and pretext for the surveillance 
and control of the urban environment, aptly summed up by Brenda S.A. Yeoh in her analysis of municipal 
sanitary ideology and the control of the urban environment in colonial Singapore: “Imbued with an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
orders on houses that were “unfit to live in,” and required owners to demolish or repair insanitary houses, with default 
powers to do this themselves and charge the owners. This Act laid the foundations of all later slum clearance 
procedures in London. Ravetz also points out that intervention in housing was only thought to be justified on the 
grounds of danger to public health, the exact same argument put forth by Simpson for Singapore in 1907. See 
Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 22. In Britain, slum clearance administration remained until 
the establishment of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government in 1951. In Singapore, the systematic transfer of 
clearance and resettlement began only in 1967 with the setting up of the Urban Renewal Department (URD) within 
the HDB. 
 
109 Simpson, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore, 29. 
 





unquestioned confidence in the supremacy of Western sanitary science on the one hand, and an 
antipathy for Asiatic domestic practices on the other, the municipal health department contrived various 
sanitary strategies to improve the health of the city.”111 The strategies fell into three categories: first, the 
replacing of Asiatic methods of water supply and sewage disposal, which had developed in a laissez-faire 
era, with municipally controlled systems; second, reordering the built-form to conform with idealized 
sanitary standards through back-lane and area reconstruction schemes; and third, coercing the Asiatics 
to reform their habits and managing the environment through a system of surveillance (policing). Yeoh 
goes further, sketching the different conceptions of disease and its causes between Western and Chinese 
medical theories through their “contrasting attitudes towards excrementitious filth.”112 While Western 
sanitary science advocated the removal of filth, the disinfection and ventilation of houses, and the 
isolation of the sick as essential preventive measures on disease, Chinese medical theory, as Yeoh 
points out, did not necessarily imbue these measures with similar significance. For, unlike Western 
sanitary science, which regarded disease as the product of germs that were “enemies” to be conquered 
by “scientific” means, traditional Chinese medicine focused on “correcting imbalances and strengthening 
the body’s resistance rather than attacking a pathogenic invader.”113 Furthermore, traditional Chinese 
medicine was easily accessible to the Chinese populace and played a vital role in everyday life, whereas 
Western medicine was limited largely to the elite, and even when more readily available was often met 
with suspicion.114  
In light of the cultural and ideological differences towards health and sanitation, the intrusive and 
imposing municipal strategies of sanitation were met with resistance among the majority of the immigrant 
Chinese plebeian class. To that extent, Dr. Lim Boon Keng, a respected Chinese doctor educated in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
111 Brenda S.A. Yeoh, “Municipal Sanitary Ideology and the Control of the Urban Environment in Colonial Singapore,” 
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Britain (University of Edinburgh) and a member of the Legislative Council (1885-88, 1901, and 1915), 
stepped out as the spokesperson for the Municipality to persuade the Chinese who attended his lectures 
– many of whom were educated – to set aside their prejudices towards medical science. “Men were 
prone,” he said in a lecture to members of the Chinese Christian Association, “to think they knew all about 
themselves, but often made mistakes in so doing, and it was to be expected, when they ventured to 
consider the problems of hygiene – which included the health not of one individual only but of the whole 
community – that, without scientific data to guide them, they could not form a right opinion, especially in 
the case of Asiatic populations, who labored under various prejudices and superstitions.”115 
Notwithstanding such attempts at persuasion, which did not quite reach the larger laboring masses of the 
Chinese populace, the efficacy of sanitary reform depended not only on the stringency of sanitary law but 
also on the quality of its enforcers and those directly involved in working out its implications on a daily 
basis. The causes of the ineffective implementation of sanitary measures were brought to light during the 
Municipal Enquiry Commission (MEC) of 1910, which saw the municipality criticized for its failure in 
departmental co-ordination, as well as the arraignment of certain individuals in the municipal executive on 
various grounds, including inefficiency, slackness, and corruption, with “irregular improper financial 
dealings,” especially the taking of bribes by lower level health inspectors.116 
On the one hand, the MEC did help take stock of the misuse of sanitation measures that in many 
cases ended up benefiting those other than the intended Chinese majority by pushing for the re-
organization of the Municipal Commission. Many of the “transactions” occurred between landlords and 
Municipal officers, resulting in superficial cursory cleaning up of the housing compounds in question. On 
the other, it put forth a socialistic scheme for Singapore, which would consist of “the elimination of profit 
earning companies, and the transference of their concerns to the nation”; socialism in Singapore would 
thus mean “an extension of municipal and national ownership and trading.”117 Though the scheme was 
met with split votes amongst the members of the Advisory Board, the seed for the Municipality organized 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 “Public Health and Popular Prejudices,” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, October 23, 1897, 2.  
 
116 Proceedings of the Legislative Council of the Straits Settlements 1910, Report of the Municipal Enquiry 
Commission, C200, The Singapore Free Press, September 24, 1910, 6. 
 





along “socialistic lines” and colonialist attitudes was planted. The more laissez-faire system introduced by 
Stamford Raffles in the nineteenth century gave space for the Chinese public to participate in matters 
concerning their own affairs, everyday life, and environment, albeit via representatives from the elite. This 
system was replaced by a Municipal Board staffed by qualified professionals who would be elected with 
the co-operation of various chambers of commerce. Among the reasons for abolishing public control was 
the argument that “the public did not take sufficient interest in public affairs.”118 The underlying 
assumption was that the public did not know what was good for them and a more qualified group of 
elected members would instruct them on all matters within the Municipality, both urban and rural. 
Accompanying this was also the need to “gradually deepen public interest in Municipal affairs.”119 
“Improvement” was put forth as the overall strategy for the new Municipal direction. Embedded 
within this term were ideas of quarantine and removal, and an emphasis on prevention with regard to the 
sanitation and housing of the city. Simpson’s Sanitary Report of 1907 details the argument for greater 
Municipal empowerment with additional powers and laid the foundation for the establishment of an 
Improvement Trust to deal with the construction of future buildings and future alterations of old buildings 
and existing conditions. More significantly, it set the ball rolling on “improvement” as the dominant 
ideology behind town planning and housing design in the Colony. Simpson continued to propagate the 
need for active preventive policy towards disease, as opposed to the “policy of drift” or laissez-faire 
system, then common in the tropical colonies, echoing the MEC’s criticisms of 1910. In his “Discussion on 
the Sanitation of Villages and Small Towns” from 1911, Simpson decried the “removal policy after 
insanitary conditions” as the preventive policy of the day, stating that it was responsible for inefficiency 
and ultimately great expenditure.120 His idea for a preventive policy is predicated on efficiency and 
economy, accompanied by a benevolent policy which “must apply to European and native quarters alike 
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[…] in order for a locality to be healthy, both quarters must partake of the benefits.” 121 “We want 
sanitation to be practiced more from its preventive side than at present,” he writes, “and with this we shall 
have prevention of unnecessary expense. In new towns and villages it should be wholly preventive. 
Wherever unhealthy conditions already exist in the tropics, where swamp and vegetation add important 
factors to their causation and the production of disease, the curative side of sanitation must necessarily at 
first be employed for their removal, but even here the adoption of the preventive side should always be 
kept in view, and once healthy conditions are obtained they should be maintained.”122 
 
Improvement as Crisis Response, 1927-1947 
“The old Singapore has foul blots – human warrens reeking with filth and saturated with 
the germs of disease. Because development in the FUTURE is to be rapid, the need for 
planning town expansion is wise imperative. Laissez faire would mean more warrens, 
laying up for posterity worse problems than the present generation has to face. So the 
Governors of Singapore, imperial and municipal, should be men of large vision and bold 
enterprise – not potterers whose sole desire is to pass through the period of their 
responsibility with a minimum of friction and to leave office crowned with the halo of 
peaceful infertility.”123  
— Alexander W. Still, “Singapore’s Future,” 1921 
 
In his contribution to One Hundred Years of Singapore, a two-volume anthology commemorating 
the colony’s centennial, Alexander Still, editor of the Straits Times from 1908 to 1926, wrote an essay 
projecting Singapore’s future. Concluding with suggestions for improving the city, Still paints a future of 
natural beauty in which half the buildings of his time would be demolished and the city rebuilt according to 
strict sanitation regulations that would continue to be divided along ethnic lines:  
 [T]he whole island of Singapore is destined to become urban and because its 
geographical location is tropical, the planning of its streets, the provision of its open 
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spaces, the design, arrangement and distribution of its houses, shops, godowns and 
factories are matters more vitally important than they would be in a temperate zone. 
Great main arteries, patchings up of existing roads, but lined so that the cleansing and 
refreshing breezes that rise on the sea may sweep along them unrestrained, sweetening 
and purifying as they go. Cross roads should be wide also, and dotted here and there at 
frequent intervals; wherever the ground is favorable, there should be public gardens, with 
trees and shrubs and flowers to give restful shade and to kindle in the minds of the 
people an appreciation of Nature’s beauties. Factories should be grouped near the 
harbor area and railway terminus. Warehouses will naturally spring up in the same 
vicinity, offices and shops should be in the area close behind. There should be a clear 
and definite reservations law for the residential areas. The European quarter should be 
for Europeans, the Chinese quarter for Chinese, the Japanese quarter for Japanese, the 
Indian quarter for Indians. We are a cosmopolitan community, and our great object must 
be to live together in perfect harmony, respecting each other’s customs and prejudices, 
not thrusting each upon the other, but frankly acknowledging that one man’s meat may 
be another man’s poison, and that what pleases one may distress another. But it must be 
remembered always that salus populi est suprema lex [Latin: The welfare of the individual 
yields to that of the community].124 
 
This vision of a picturesque urbanized Singapore painted by Still summed up the principles 
behind improvement, as evidenced by the Straights Times’ role in supporting the founding of the 
Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT). His island bore an uncanny resemblance to Bellamy’s 1888 vision of 
2000 Boston and other contemporary descriptions of socialist utopias (like H.G. Wells’ A Modern Utopia 
of 1909) at the turn of the twentieth century. Particular to Still’s vision was his delineation of the four 
nationalistic races that formed the “cosmopolitan community” in colonial Singapore.125 Despite his 
proclamation of cosmopolitanism, his description of future Singapore betrayed his Victorian and 
contradictory attitudes towards class and race; for even though he advocated a sort of racial tolerance, 
each racial community was to dwell separately from the others.126 His was a picture of improvement from 
the colonialist perspective that saw the Chinese as having encroached on the land originally planned only 
for the Europeans – a situation that had escalated since the 1880s such that it was brought up in T.J. 
Keaughran’s series of papers titled “Picturesque and Busy Singapore,” which he contributed to the Straits 
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Times between November 1886 and March 1887.127 In the second paper published, he laments the 
disruption of the idyllic English domesticity by the Chinese:  
But, with the progress of years, the development of new notions has resulted in the 
redistribution of the population over these areas, and has rendered their identity less 
distinctive than in the past. The busy Eastern sons of traffic, in their monopolizing push 
and ardent scuffle for gain, are gradually edging in upon the serenity and quiet domestic 
repose of the European dwellings, and shouldering out, one by one, the respectable 
compound houses which bespoke the affluence of former occupants, wrenching forth the 
stately trees that embellished their surroundings and burying beneath a ponderous pile of 
masonry the trimly kept grounds of a decade ago.128 
 
This “cosmopolitan” picture of social relationships was organized along racial lines with the 
European and Chinese delineated as the two majority representations, the latter much larger in terms of 
sheer numbers—and later underscored by the Improvement Plan of 1927. Its task was to “fix” the 
problems identified by Simpson and the Housing Commission, and, as articulated by Keaughran, the 
“picturesque lines” of the town in its early decades that had suffered a “transfiguration” where houses had 
become narrower and new suburbs had grown beyond the planned limits. From the perspective of the 
Chinese populace, however, improvement of the built environment meant not only having their homes 
demolished or reconfigured, or having to physically relocate from their familiar dwelling premises to new 
foreign domestic configurations. It also meant having their habits and routines disrupted, as their only ties 
to Mainland China were their ancestral homes. To the majority of the Chinese, improvement meant the 
disruption of their daily lives. It was a coded term understood mainly only by those who were directly 
implicated in its history back home in England and those elite individuals who were educated on its merits.  
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The Improvement Plan of 1927 
The Improvement Plan for the aversion of crises of sanitation and housing was constitutionalized 
on July 1, 1927 by the Singapore Improvement Ordinance, which brought about the formal establishment 
of the SIT.129 It was the most extensive demonstration of colonialist goodwill, following in the footsteps of 
the Bombay Improvement Trust (BIT) and Calcutta Improvement Trust (CIT) established in 1898 and 
1912, respectively.130 The Ordinance incorporated the ideas on improvement proposed by the Housing 
Commission of 1918, which made the case for the creation of an Improvement Trust from the standpoint 
that housing conditions in congested urban areas remained as Simpson had found them in 1907.131 
However, it was not until 1924 that an Improvement Commission was set up as an entity independent 
from the Municipal Commission, following the recommendation of the 1918 Report, which called for 
transparency in the process of establishing Singapore as one of the cities of the world: “when the 
undeveloped areas of Singapore are laid out it must be with an eye to that future.”132 The 
recommendations in the detailed 1918 Report are divided into the two categories of executive and 
legislative pertained to the all aspects of housing – from preparation, execution, and management – to be 
undertaken by public enterprises.  
In its first two decades, the SIT focused on the planning of new roads and open spaces, and the 
widening of existing roads both in urban and rural areas, including the “necessary acquisition of land.”133 It 
did not undertake actual construction work; widening lines for the main traffic routes in the Town took 
place only when properties were re-built and set back from roads. All of this work was carried out 
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according to a General Improvement Plan akin to a survey map “built up in piecemeal fashion,” rather 
than a master plan with overall guidelines, since the powers vested in the Trust were limited only to areas 
earmarked for “improvement.” A key implication of such a plan was that recommendations for 
improvement would be given to whatever was most pressing. Yet the degree of urgency had to take into 
consideration which land lots were available for improvement measures, be it partial demolition or the 
wholesale clearance of slums for back lanes and open spaces, for improvement schemes or to build new 
housing. This was complicated by the process of land acquisition, which had been subject to continual 
amendment but was still often vague and varied from case to case, each subjected to Municipal court 
hearings to determine compensation.134 Furthermore, beyond the problems that could be addressed by 
legislative measures were illegal and extra-legal dwelling situations that intensified after the stoppage in 
house building during the First World War and escalated to crisis proportions after the Second World War, 
despite legislation controlling rents.135 
Throughout the SIT’s thirty-two years of existence, many housing projects remained as 
formulations on paper – schemes submitted for approval that were put on hold or shelved. It was not until 
1950 that an island-wide diagnostic survey was conducted and a Master Plan prepared. Nevertheless, 
the intense production of “improvement schemes” – evidenced by the numerous plans and artist 
renderings produced by the Architectural Department and accompanied by the equally “piecemeal” 
creation of back lanes and open spaces, and the occasional building of tenements and flats – firmly 
embedded the idea of improvement as a dominant housing tenet.136 The activity of public improvement or 
the improvement of the public spaces of the city was seen by the Trust as synonymous with the building 
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of civil society under an enlightened and benevolent colonial rule.137 By design, each scheme reinforced 
the positive image of improvement for the rehabilitation of those who lived in “slumdom.”138 
 
The Crisis of “Gigantism” 
Four decades after Simpson’s Sanitation Report, the post-war Housing Committee of 1947, then 
chaired by Commissioner of Lands Cedric W.A. Sennett, took up the issue of housing and disease 
again.139 This time, the disease had a new name:  
The disease from which Singapore is suffering is Gigantism. A chaotic and unwieldy 
megalopolis has been created, as in other countries, by haphazard and unplanned 
growth. The symptoms are obvious. Shops, residences, and factories are huddled 
together with patches of undeveloped land where the owners are waiting for unearned 
incremental values. No provision is made for road improvements, open spaces or public 
buildings or amenities, the land for which has to be purchased by the public later at 
enormous cost, while in the meantime a generation on lives and grown under conditions 
which are detrimental to health and morals. In an island the size of Singapore, and with 
the population which it carries, the whole area must have a Master Development Plan.140 
 
The disease of “gigantism” as defined by the committee was built upon similar conclusions of the previous 
reports, such as those documented in the 1907 Simpson Sanitary Report and the 1918 Braddell Housing 
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Report. The Weisberg Committee set up in 1938 also came to the exact same conclusion as Simpson, 
that “housing the poorer classes is unprofitable, at any rate not financially attractive, unless accompanied 
by gross overcrowding and consequently the creation of slum conditions.”141 The primary role of the 
Weisberg Committee was to recommend a policy for the leases of the heavily built-up area in the city 
center, with mostly shophouse lots that had reached the end of their 99-year leases. Like the previous 
reports, the focus was on the Chinese quarter, or the area also known as Chinatown. The consensus of 
all the colonial housing committees prior to the War was that housing the masses could only be a public 
enterprise unless the demand was so great that private developers could profit from house-building as 
well. The defining difference between the 1947 report, also known as the Sennett Report, and the 
previous ones, was that the committee argued from the point of view that population distribution in the 
entire island was highly uneven, with roughly 700,000 people squeezed into 20,000 acres (35 people per 
acre), which indicated that the problem was specifically in the lack of planning. Piecemeal improvement 
would not suffice to handle such a “disease,” and housing had to be properly planned for.142 The 
committee called for two main policies to be implemented: the Master Development Plan, and the 
establishment of “New or Satellite Towns.” This necessitated not only an update of the idea of 
improvement, which till then was loosely defined and its impact more projected rather than real, but a 
reorganization of the Trust to take on the role of the Colony’s planner and housing developer. The 
Committee pointed out that under the existing Improvement Ordinance it was “little more than an authority 
for devising road improvements.”143 Despite the acknowledgement given to the Trust’s housing in new 
suburbs and settlements for office workers and artisans, “the poorest classes of all, the true slum dwellers, 
have had to go on living in Chinatown – and living in the same houses which they were occupying before 
the Improvement Trust was founded.”144  
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For the “slum-minded generation” – referring to those growing up amidst the contemporary 
conditions of crime, poor housing, and poor sanitation – the Sennett Report proposed decentralization as 
the driving principle for the Master plan. Patrick Abercrombie’s London County Plan of 1943 and the 
Greater Bombay Scheme of 1946 were raised as references and for comparison; the latter was brought 
up to show that density in Singapore was less intense but needed to be addressed. The review of the 
Weisberg report led to three conclusions on the post-war housing crisis that were channeled into 
recommendations for a three-year plan between 1948 and 1950: first, an increase in population in the 
central area; second, a decrease in the male to female sex ratio discrepancy, from 1:4.4 in 1891 to 1:1.1 
in 1947, entailing the need to house more families; third, it was impossible to build re-housing on 
available sites, as doing so would not only incur great expense in building residential high-rises, but also 
exacerbate the “present problems of traffic congestion and the inadequate provision of communal 
necessities.”145 Not only was a development plan deemed irrevocably necessary, but it would be 
transparent for the public to see and comment on. This indicated a shift in colonial perception and policy: 
it was previously assumed that the majority Chinese laboring population was an undifferentiated mass 
whose cultural and social habits were seen as the reason for their acceptance of their existing dwelling 
conditions, the reason they would rather choose to remain in their dilapidated “hovels” than be relocated 
to clean new flats. This was summed up in the Straits Times review of the report in August 1948: 
This housing plan makes the fourth. Singapore cannot do all the things that it would like 
to do, or ought to do, all at once; and to what extent it will be able to do them at all 
depends more upon external trade than upon internal politics. […] But one thing is certain: 
there will never be any radical housing reform in Singapore until public opinion demands 
it. By publishing this report the Singapore Government has shown that it is facing these 
social realities, however grim they may be. It is up to the citizens of Singapore to face 
them too, and there is no better way of doing so than to give the Sennett Committee’s 
report the close study that it deserves.146  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and VI. […] As, however, the shortage of accommodation became more acute and private enterprise took little action 
to provide accommodation the Trustees eventually decided upon the erection of houses and flats mostly for the 
poorer classes.” James M. Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1927-1947 (Singapore: Authority of 
SIT, 1947), 7. 
 
145 Report of the Housing Committee Singapore, 1947, 4. 
 






Sites of Crisis 
Having identified the city center as the most urgent site, the Sennett Committee for the first time 
broke down the problem of housing further based on typology. They identified five existing types – 
shophouse, terrace house, tenement, “laborer’s lines,” and plank and attap-roofed house – that would 
require a more thorough housing survey to be undertaken in at least one year. Meanwhile, six new types 
were proposed, of which two – the tenement and terrace house – were improved versions of existing 
types, whereas the proposed flats, artisans’ quarters, cottages, and shops were completely new to the 
colony.147 A strong recommendation was made to stop the building of shophouses altogether, and the 
committee went so far as to state that the shophouse, technologically backward and unsuitable for 
modern lifestyles, would soon be considered obsolete. This rejection of the shophouse was a far cry from 
the 1820s when it was not only conceived as the appropriate design for the way in which commercial 
enterprises were an extension of their dwellings, as many began as family or clan-associated businesses, 
but was also intended as a practical means of regulating the future urban environment in terms of 
planning, construction, fire safety, and aesthetics.148  
From the city’s beginning, the shophouse was the predominant dwelling type for the Chinese – 
with the commercial shop on the ground floor and living quarters on the upper floors.149 It was the earliest 
urban domestic typology designated for Chinese merchants in the commercial center by Raffles’ in his 
town plan, when he was informed that they conducted their businesses in the same location as their 
dwelling houses. Their subsequent transformation which led to their rejection by the municipal authorities 
revealed the contradictions in the execution of improvement.	  The domestic architecture regulated by 
Raffles’ “enlightened” building codes expressed his ideal of domesticity in the tropical colony – light wells 
were introduced in the middle to brighten narrow spaces and to facilitate ventilation, and cooking and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147 Attap is the Malay word for the dried palm leaves used for the roofing of these houses, and commonly found 
throughout the Malay Peninsula, particularly in Malay villages.  
 
148 Gretchen Liu, Pastel Portraits: Singapore’s Architectural Heritage (Singapore: Singapore Coordinating Committee, 
1984), 14.  
 





toilet facilities were located at the back of the shophouse on the ground floor as with the urban type in 
southern China.150 The 1823 administrative regulation on land registry, which enabled land sales to be 
carried out, and a loophole in the building regulations that did not allow for a secondary egress from the 
back of the shophouse, led to the extremely unhygienic state that Simpson found in his study. Wealthy 
Chinese merchants also bought large plots of land and re-sold them to property developers, who in turn 
subdivided their plots into many long narrow lots to maximize the number of shophouses that could be 
developed.151 Over the decades, the rapid increase in density radically recast the pattern of domestic life 
within the shophouses: from extended single-family houses to multi-family houses to subdivided houses 
for individuals. (Fig. 1.06) By the 1880s, the municipality singled out the shophouse as the dwelling type 
responsible for the city’s blight, and for Simpson in 1907, it was the veritable site of disease.152 It was thus 
the very first building type slated for improvement following the recommendations made by the 1918 
Housing Commission, reiterated by the Weisberg Committee in 1938, and again by the 1947 Housing 
committee, who identified it as the architecture of post-war poverty and slums.153   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 Lee Ho Yin, “The Singapore Shophouse: An Anglo-Chinese Urban Vernacular,” in Asia’s Old Dwellings: Tradition, 
Resilience, and Change, ed. Ronald G. Knapp (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 115-58. For Firley and 
Stahl the shophouse in Singapore and Malacca shared similar characteristics in terms of their architectural plan and 
resultant urbanism. Eric Firley and Caroline Stahl, “Chinese Shophouse,” in The Urban Housing Handbook (West 
Sussex: Wiley and Sons, 2009), 94-101.  
 
151 Since there were no strict laws against them building their own houses outside of the Chinese quarter, many had 
either two (or more) homes, one in the commercial center of Chinatown, and another in the suburbs or countryside.  
 
152 This situation was exacerbated by private developers out to make quick profits by building substandard buildings. 
 
153 Although the 1918 Housing Committee did not survey Upper Nankin Street, subsequent surveys assumed that the 
conditions were approximately the same as those in Pagoda Street, or at least similar enough to draw the necessary 
conclusions for improvement methods. See, Barrington Kay, Upper Nankin Street Singapore (Singapore: University 






Fig. 1.06 Left: A nineteenth-century illustration depicting a procession down a main street lined with southern 
Chinese-style urban shophouses. Detail of a drawing by a Chinese news illustrator Wu Youru. Right: Development of 
the Singapore shophouse.  
 
The first problem site identified after Simpson’s tour of the unsanitary conditions in the Chinese 
quarter were the two blocks of shophouses bounded by Upper Nankin Street, South Bridge Road, Upper 
Cross Street, and New Bridge Road. It was a key part of the first improvement scheme in 1908, and the 
first back lanes were also approved for this site in 1910.154 Despite Simpson’s identification of these 
shophouses as containers of disease – reiterated by subsequent studies conducted in 1917 and again in 
1947 by separate Housing Committees as well as a social survey of the municipal area carried out by the 
Singapore Department of Social Welfare – this area persisted as a notorious exemplification of 
“slumdom,” so much so that it was the tour site for visiting officials who were curious to witness the 
aberration in Stamford Raffles’ well-planned colony of the Far East.155 The recurrence of the slum and the 
fact that these shophouses, many dating back to the 1840s, were left standing up till the 1950s, revealed 
the contradictions in the Municipal improvement strategy due to internal disagreements as much as the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 “Approval of the reconstruction and improvement of drains in Chinchew Street and Nankin Street, at contract rates, 
aggregating about $5,748, was given.” The Straits Times, July 4, 1908, 5. “Back Lanes in Singapore,” The Straits 
Times, February 19, 1910, 8.  
 
155 “Memorandum,” The Singapore Free Press, June 8, 1935, 3. See also a letter to the editor of The Straits Times 






resistance by Chinese tenants and property owners to adhere to rules that were seemingly counter-
intuitive to the way they conducted their everyday business.156 (Fig. 1.07)  
   
Fig. 1.07 Shophouse urbanism. Left: View across the roofs at Upper Nankin Street. The shophouses were built back 
to back, with no source of interior ventilation other than air-wells. Right: View across the roofs of a lane housing 
compound. As with the similar southern-Chinese urban typology that was adapted in the Singapore shophouse, each 
of these houses contained a sky-well (literal translation from the Chinese tian jing), but the lanes were conceived as 
part of the housing compound rather than introduced later, as in the “back-laned” blocks in Singapore.  
 
In a Legislative Council meeting in 1935, Arnold Robinson, a member of the Legislative and 
Executive Councils, made an appeal for a new slum clearance policy. He criticized the two methods of 
large-scale slum clearance undertaken by the SIT– the provision of back lanes and block demolition – as 
problematic and conflicting. The problem with the first was that upon completion, back lanes would be 
altered again and the value of the private property enhanced at public expense; in other instances, they 
could be further sublet by the owners for habitation or businesses, which defeated the original purpose. 
As for block demolition, it was implemented when blocks of houses were too irregular for the back lanes 
to be driven through. While this was a cheaper alternative to back lanes, the owners were paid for their 
land but not compensated for their houses. The SIT, meanwhile, paid full market value for the land, but in 
most cases the land was worth little to begin with because the plots were not suitable for “modern 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
156 Robinson himself acknowledged that the houses slated for block demolition were the shophouses in which trade 
had been conducted in for many years in Singapore, Penang, and Malacca; although they were low quality housing 
stock, their sudden demolition was highly disruptive to their owners. “That is, I think, too sudden a transition,” he said. 
“Relief from Crowding Urged in Slum Clean-up: English Scheme May be Pattern for Singapore,” The Singapore Free 
Press, June 18, 1935, 6. See also a reiteration of the issue of compensation for slum clearance centered on litigation 
against the Trust to demolish a block of allegedly undesirable houses in “Among the Eggs,” The Straits Times, June 





requirements” or too narrow to build new houses that “would conform to the present regulations.”157 The 
major discrepancy was that the same reasons were provided for those whose houses were “back-laned” 
and benefitted from the new configuration and those who had their houses demolished but were not 
compensated for them.  
The back lanes, designed to decompress the housing fabric, further reinforced the densification in 
the shophouses by reorganizing social structures on three scales – within the houses themselves, the 
block, and the city. The demographics of the inhabitants had already changed by 1927, as the primary 
residences of wealthy merchants were no longer in the Chinese quarter. Within the shophouses, there 
were a large number of individuals compared to families. Amongst these were a significant number of 
single women called Samsui who came to Singapore from Sanshui and Nanhai, in Guangdong province, 
in search of construction and industrial work. They arrived in the thousands annually in the 1930s and 
1940s, until 1949, when emigration was declared illegal in China. Engaged in construction and industries 
that required hard labor, Samsui women and domestic servants lived in impoverished cramped cubicles 
in the shophouses.158 The collective dwelling of women laborers in what was known in Singapore as 
“coolie quarters” already existed in their places of origin, so most of these women (who had taken a vow 
of celibacy before their departure for Singapore) found an instant community within the densely 
partitioned interiors of the shophouses.159 Most of the other inhabitants of these shophouses were also 
part of the migration influx during this period, when many Chinese chose to flee to Nanyang – literally 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
157 “Relief from Crowding Urged in Slum Clean-up: English Scheme may be Pattern for Singapore,” The Singapore 
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158 Upon their arrival, all (with some exceptions) vowed never to marry. They were identified by their red cloth head-
gear, especially on construction sites. Loo Kwai Yow, Interviewed by Chan Tse Chuen (in Cantonese), “Women 
Through The Years: Economic and Family Life,” January 15, 1997. Transcript, The National Archives (001805). 
Samsui woman Loo lived with other boarders like her on Chin Chew Street and worked for the Japanese during the 
Occupation. See also, “They Find Work in the Street,” The Straits Times, July 27, 1947, 3. These women were also 
singled out as tough, independent, and even anti-social, never seen in male company and generated a brief public 
discussion in 1950, triggered by a Straits Times reader who went by the name “Cecil Street.” See “On the Margin,” 
The Straits Times, March 14, 1950, 6; “Mystery of the Samsui Women,” The Straits Times, April 14, 1950, 10; “The 
Samsui Kerchief,” The Straits Times, April 22, 1950, 9; and “They Wear Red for Luck,” The Straits Times, May 25, 
1950, 10. 
 
159 Leong Loi Kwai, Interviewed by Yeo Gek Li (in Cantonese), “口述历史访谈：华人方言群 (山水)” [“Oral History 
Interviews: Chinese Dialect Group (Samsui)”], April 30, 1991. Transcript, The National Archives (001290/03). 
According to Leong, a domestic worker who left Sanshui for Singapore at age 11, those women who did not intend to 
marry would save money and pool together their resources to purchase a small house to live together. Known as 
“sisterhood quarters,” it would also be the home that they would retire to in their old age. Those who were old or ill 





translated as the South Sea, referring to lands south of the South China Sea – as Singapore was called in 
those days, rather than stay to await their fates on the Mainland.160  
At the scale of the block, the back lanes took away space from the original houses but allowed for 
further adaptations to be made for new housing constructions – as with the two-story penthouse shack on 
No. 17 Nankin Street that a family of five constructed for themselves. The excessive subdivisions thus 
thwarted the original planning of dwelling spaces, with the ground floor allocated for commercial purposes. 
Increasing privacy, ground up and from front to back, manifested itself in the makeshift appearance of the 
street fronts and even more so in the back. (Fig. 1.08) The simple front-back relationship between street 
and back lane were replaced by less easily defined configurations that defied the conventional binary 
understanding of public and private spaces – and of ownership. Brenda Yeoh argues that the municipal 
attempts at uniformity in the street facades and the rationalized interior plan that could be traced as far 
back to the mid-nineteenth century Jackson Plan did not quite reflect the dwelling situations of the 
Chinese inhabitants.161 In some cases, the back lanes themselves became new areas for petty 
businesses, such as food hawkers, cobblers, and newspaper vendors; and for illicit activities like 
prostitution, gambling, and drug dealing.162 Often, the increased access to the houses also meant a 
greater incidence in house theft.163  
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161 Brenda Yeoh, “Municipal Sanitary Ideology and the Control of the Urban Environment in Colonial Singapore,” in 
Ideology and Landscape in Historical Perspective: Essays on the Meanings of Some Places in the Past, ed. Alan R.H. 
Baker and Gideon Biger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 148-72. 
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163 In the 1930s and 1940s, Upper Nankin Road was especially notorious as the site of thefts and murders, often 





   
Fig. 1.08 Crowding at Upper Nankin Street. Left: Nos. 11-16 Upper Nankin Street, 1960. 338 people lived within 
these six three-story shophouses. Right: No. 17: two-story shack housed a family of five with no water, sanitation or 
drainage.  
 
Parallel to the 1927 enactment of the General Improvement Plan that focused on the urban areas 
slated for “improvement,” there was a movement of the (mostly Chinese) middle class to the suburbs. The 
wealthier among them would maintain two homes, one in the city center and the other in the suburbs. By 
1947, there was already a substantial Chinese middle class who was moving because of the housing 
dilapidation and rampant crime in the Central area. In one instance, the entire back portion of a three-
story shophouse on Upper Chin Chew Street (known as Tofu Street), which housed 70 occupants, mostly 
“samsui workwomen,” collapsed following a slight ground tremor suspected to be the long distance effect 
of a volcanic eruption in West Sumatra.164 This outward movement also entailed a gradual shift in power 
and spatial contestations between the Chinese population and the Municipality, whereby a more insidious 
and subconscious resistance by the numerous additional Chinese persons crowding the city center was 
occurring and spreading; indeed, the very phenomenon of crowding had become the colony’s chief social 
problem. According to the 1955 inaugural island Master Plan, no more shophouses were to be built. 
Bearing the marks of decades of power and spatial contestations – having been cut up, cut through and 
torn down – the shophouse was condemned as an architectural type of the past.  
In her essay on the post-Independence housing landscape in central Singapore, Brenda Yeoh 
highlights the continual re-invention of the shophouse – excised in the 1960s and 1970s under the then 
prevailing philosophy of urban renewal, and then re-valorized as a historical asset during the affluent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





1980s and 1990s, both for the sake of boosting tourism as well as part of the renewed search for the 
city’s roots.165 Extending her earlier argument that “the built spaces of the colonial city were sites of 
control and resistance, simultaneously drawn upon by […] dominant groups to secure conceptual or 
instrumental control and […] subordinate groups to resist exclusionary definitions and tactics, and to 
advance their own claims” in the post-colonial environment,166 she emphasizes the double-sided nature of 
the housing question in Singapore:  
While urban renewal of the city core and later urban conservation and enhancement 
have stirred up a certain amount of controversy and debate in recent decades, the basic 
rationale of housing the people in New Towns and other housing estates in different 
parts of the island away from the Central Area is clearly accepted. This has meant that 
while the housing question in the Central Area of Singapore has been reconfigured as a 
heritage question, the preservation of architectural structures and material forms devoid 
of the residential communities once interwoven into the rhythm of life in these areas have 
raised questions as to the extent to which architecture and aesthetics alone can capture 
the past and render it meaningful to Singaporeans and tourists.”167 
 
The colony’s first Master Plan was approved by the Governor-in-Council on August 8, 1958, and 
replaced the General Improvement Plan. It was first proposed in 1947, diagnostic surveys and research 
began in 1952, and the first draft was unveiled in 1955 amidst the political clamor for the independence of 
Malaya. It appeared to be relegated to the archive with the establishment of the HDB in 1960, as it 
ceased to be mentioned in the Annual Reports from 1960 onwards. But it was pulled out briefly for 
reference by the visiting United Nations Program of Technical Assistance team in 1963, who highlighted 
its obsolescence, proposing instead that what Singapore required was a “Program of Action” and not an 
“Instrument of Control.”168 Notwithstanding, it formed the basis of planning and development control in the 
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years of transitional governments. From 1965, while it was never fully enacted by the Government of 
Singapore or the People’s Action Party, as it represented above all the unmistakable instrument of 
colonialism, it was never actually discarded. Its instrumentality for control was further developed at 
deeper levels that went beyond its mere description as an urban plan to be deployed for social and 
political control by the state. Most significantly, it signified the shift towards the redistribution of the 
population based on a radial infrastructure network and the suburbanization of housing.  
 
The Emergency, 1947-1965 
The need for housing provision to become a public enterprise was heightened in the final decade 
of Singapore’s decolonization. The politically contentious years between 1948 and 1957 saw anti-
Japanese sentiment develop quickly into anti-colonial sentiment, which culminated in the student riots of 
May 1954 and the Hock Lee Bus riots of May 1955.169 The annual reorganization within the SIT between 
1955 and 1959 reflected the political transition that Singapore was undergoing. “Can the unauthorized 
building now going on all over the island be controlled?” Fraser asked in the SIT’s Annual Report of 1957. 
His response to his own question was an argument for land clearance, since “people have to live 
somewhere, and if control is not exercised the Master Plan will be of little use.”170 This was the reason put 
forth by the SIT for the introduction of Development Control and the setting up of the Resettlement 
Department within the SIT in 1957: “to clear land required for all public development in the shortest 
possible time, giving equitable treatment to those who have to move.” But these measures were not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
169 After the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) – modeled on the united front strategy premised on local Chinese 
loyalty to China that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) adopted in 1937 – became an illegal organization with the 
imposition of Emergency Regulations in June 1948, it reorganized itself to fit the new post-war situation. The MCP 
Singapore Town Committee (STC), following the shutting down of its various front organizations and the mass arrests 
of the members in June 1948, restructured itself by dividing the island geographically into four operational districts 
with committees charged with carrying out underground activities in each. These committees in turn became area 
branches that conducted organizational tasks and directed the activities of the party cells, such as the newly formed 
Anti-British League (ABL) and other sympathizer cells. The ABL’s total membership reached 2,000 by 1954, and they 
were responsible in mobilizing Chinese middle-school students to fight against the National Service Ordinance in May 
1954, and again during the Hock Lee bus riots the following year. C.C. Chin, "The United Front Strategy of the 
Malayan Communist Party in Singapore, 1950s-1960s,” in Paths Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-War Singapore, ed. 
Michael D. Barr and Carl A. Trocki (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008), 58-62.  
 





responsive or mature enough to manage the housing crisis of 1958.171 In the 1958 Report, Fraser 
announced the likely establishment of a State-run planning department and a housing department board 
to oversee all aspects of planning, housing, resettlement, and estate management:  
With the Planning Bill and Housing & Development Bill both expected to become law 
early in 1959, there is a much stronger possibility of the Trust being replaced in 1959 by 
a Government Planning Department taking over its planning functions, and a Housing 
and Development Board with new statutory powers in respect of housing and 
resettlement, not possessed by the Trust, carrying on with the production of houses, 
estates management and other related functions.172 
Fraser’s words came true very quickly, as he had anticipated, although the setting up of a housing and 
development board was to precede that of planning. The housing emergency, aggravated by a 
combination of natural occurrences such as fires and the build-up of events towards Independence, was 
singled out as the overarching social problem to be immediately dealt with.  
 
Squatting as Emergency Response 
In January 1958, at the end of the SIT’s first year as the Clearance and Resettlement Authority of 
the Colonial Government, it described its work on this front as modest and even “disappointing to the 
casual observer,” and highlighted the main obstacle to be the difficulty in obtaining suitable agricultural 
land on which to resettle farmers and gardeners with an adequate supply of good water. Beneath Fraser’s 
normally bureaucratic and objective reporting was a hint of the colony’s ongoing political unrest as he 
attempted to explain the rehousing difficulties connected with the Central Area:  
Politicians are prone to make capital out of these problems, and to discredit the activities 
of the Trust and Government. The Trust does not need to be reminded that in these 
matters it is dealing with human problems, but it is perhaps as well to remind the public 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
171 The Work of the SIT 1957, 4-5, 38, and 43. 
 
172 The Work of the SIT 1958, 6. “The Trust is about to become a statutory housing authority. […] If Singapore is to 
have enough houses, even the modest minimum which the City’s bursting population demands, it is ‘absolutely vital’ 
to establish now a long term policy on rents, and for the Trust to be assured that its building programmes will be 
promptly approved, the money found and adequate arrangements made for the clearance of development areas. 
These are not new problems, but there are new facts to reinforce the need for decisions.” “The Housing Crisis,” The 
Straits Times, July 5, 1958, 6. The Straits Times, drawing on key points in Fraser’s final report for the Trust, 
concluded: “Without any thought of slum clearance, Singapore needs 16,000 units a year, beginning now. That is the 





that they are dealt with on a humanitarian basis. Where purely business is involved, the 
Trust must take the business standpoint.173 
 
Fraser’s reminder to the public of the humanitarian standpoint taken by the Trust in housing provision and 
the suggestion that it should take a strictly business standpoint where compensation was concerned 
belied the plethora of problems that the disintegrating colonial body was confronting. The SIT’s internal 
organization and its estranged relationships with the transitional governments mirrored Singapore’s own 
approach of re-housing, which was piecemeal up to that moment. The SIT’s housing projects had been 
more acupunctural, one-off schemes, rather than part of a larger master plan. In the most congested and 
heavily contested areas, discontented Chinese working-class occupants were gathering strength in terms 
of their political representation.174 The master plan for the colony, which appeared to be a post-war 
scheme proposed by the Housing Committee in 1947, had in fact been set in motion since the formal 
establishment of the Trust in 1927. Patrick Abercrombie made a case for a diagnostic survey during his 
speech at the opening of the Town Planning & Housing Exhibition in 1948, and George Pepler began 
work on it immediately upon his arrival as Planning Adviser to the Government of Singapore in 1950. 
Intrinsic to the ideal of improvement was a top-down “attack” against the slum and all that it represented, 
as well as the link between planning and destruction. In the master plan, tabula rasa was the basis for the 
post-war city, a realization of what Alexander Still foresaw in 1919.  
Embedded in the colony’s first post-War master plan was the modernist ideology of governance, 
the indirect consequence of the enlightenment project belief in science, technological progress, and 
rationality inscribed onto the urban spaces and realities of the Crown Colony in the name of 
modernization. The Central Business District was zoned for redevelopment under the Central Area 
Program, within which most shophouses, deemed the irrefutable site of disease and poor sanitation, 
would be demolished and those remaining would be replaced and reprogrammed accordingly. At the 
same time, another problematic site was singled out – informal settlements that proliferated along the 
periphery of the city center where the houses were primarily constructed in timber and zinc. Yet the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
173 The Work of the SIT 1957, 5. 
 





inhabitants living within these informal settlements were not included in the estimated 545,700 persons 
who would require permanent dwelling, as documented in Paragraph 53 of the Master Plan. Instead, 
these areas were set aside as “residential areas at present largely in use as sites for plank and attap-
roofed dwellings, or dwellings made of other short-lived materials, in which further development of this 
type may be permitted, as indicated on the Town Map.”175  
Implicit in the designation of those who were to live in the newly built SIT housing constructions 
and estates and who were to remain in their existing dwellings was the recognition on the part of the 
planners that neither the municipal government nor the SIT was able to relocate the numerous inhabitants 
living within these informal settlements. Apologists for the SIT’s limited extent of residential production 
relative to need for housing, including James Fraser himself, blamed this mainly on historical events, 
between the War and the Japanese Occupation, and the SIT’s limited powers, particularly in the 
acquisition of land. But a more deep-seated ideological reason, which on the surface appeared largely 
circumstantial, was at work. The Central area with its civic and financial buildings and open spaces was 
planned and built for the display of colonial greatness and benevolence. The shophouses that had by 
then become mostly tenements drew Municipal attention, and that of experts invited to visit Singapore. 
This came about not only because they were marring this symbolic space, but because they represented 
the municipal government’s worst fears – of slums, sewers, and disease.176 The SIT saw itself as picking 
up the mantle of abolishing “the fearful slums of the town with their terrible overcrowding and their 
attendant evils of crime and disease.”177 Moreover, the shophouse was a contested typology where 
different parties, particularly the colonial planners and the Chinese populations, lay claims from the 
onset.178  
The urban villages, or kampongs, proliferated as a prominent urban issue in the interwar years 
when the Chinese population was too large to be contained within the shophouses and in the city 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
175 These are listed Table XXI in the Appendix” (Paragraph 55) in Colony of Singapore, Master Plan 1955, 8. 
 
177 L. Rayman, “Foreword,” in The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust, 1927-1947, ed. James M. Fraser 
(Singapore: Authority of SIT, 1947). 
 
178 Lee Hoyin depicts the contestations from a stylistic point of view, beginning with the initial shophouse as the result 
of Raffles’ 1823 building regulations, whereas Brenda Yeoh situates the shophouse as the Chinese population’s 





center.179 They were located at the city’s periphery, in other spaces outside the intense colonial gaze 
where they were literally out-of-sight and physically extra-legal – most inhabitants here neither owned nor 
rented the houses or land they were on, making them illegal squatters. Thus they did not elicit the same 
interest as their more permanent shophouse counterparts. Neither were these settlements considered to 
possess architectural or urban historical value to those visiting experts who were more drawn to the 
Central District as a site, and the shophouse as an object of study. Public media, which played a major 
role in propagating state discourse, depicted them as hindering the city’s growth; that their existence and 
proliferation threatened health, hygiene, sanitation, safety and security were the reasons put forth for their 
removal.180 The first of these post-war urban squatter settlements slated to be cleared and improved was 
Kampong Silat, the area behind the General Hospital, which the news media broadcast as a “health 
experiment” because it paved the way for the SIT’s clearance and resettlement strategy in other “urban 
kampongs.”181 (Fig. 1.09) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
179 In their comparative study of the public housing machinery in Hong Kong and Singapore, the authors describe 
these informal settlements as follows: “When the load-bearing masonry walls of the urban structures could no longer 
carry additional ‘cubicles,’ many families started erecting temporary structures of timber planks, zinc sheets, and 
attap leaves (a type of tree leaf) on any vacant land in and around the city.” Manuel Castells, Lee Goh and Reginald 
Y-W. Kwok, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic Development and Public Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore 
(London: Pion, 1990), 212.  
 
180 See, for example, “Kampong Threat to Health,” SFP, April 25, 1949, 5. “Kampong Conditions a Menace,” The 
Straits Times, April 26, 1949, 5. 
 
181 See “$500,000 for Prefabs, Shops and Flats,” SFP, September 30, 1948, 5; “$50,000 Kampong Health 
Experiment in Silat Rd Area,” SFP, April 14, 1949, 5; and “$50,000 to Clear Kampong,” The Straits Times, November 





        
Fig. 1.09 Kampong Silat. Left: Fire at Kampong Silat leaving 200 homeless. Right: Newly completed SIT flats in 
Kampong Silat.  
 
Subsequent commissioned housing studies were carried out during the 1960s and 1970s, mostly 
by the HDB and scholars at Singapore University, largely within a sociological framework – presenting 
lives in the urban kampongs as substandard and inferior to life in public housing estates.182 In the 1980s, 
a more critical and historiographical study of these areas emerged within official discourse. For example, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
182 See, for example, Yeung Yue-man and Stephen H.K. Yeh, “Life Styles Compared: Squatters and Public Housing 
Residents,” in Public Housing in Singapore: A Multi-Disciplinary Study, ed. Stephen H.K. Yeh (Singapore: Singapore 
UP for HDB, 1978), 302-24. Yeh’s earlier book, which was the result of surveys carried out within the statistics and 
research department in the HDB through the use of “quantitative indicators,” concluded that not only were significant 
improvements made to “the urban environment in general and housing conditions in particular,” the “overwhelming 
majority of the HDB tenants” who had relocated voluntarily to HDB estates were satisfied with the public housing built 
by the Board. Stephen Yeh, Homes for the People: A Study of Tenants’ Views on Public Housing in Singapore 





there is much unspoken commentary on the cold machinery of urban development in Chua Beng-Huat’s 
“longitudinal study” of the resettlement of the inhabitants of a Chinese village to a new town. Conducted 
between the end of 1981 and early 1985, this research was coated in the objective language of social 
science, but reveals itself in the voices of the interviewees. In a poignant account, an elderly woman is 
cited to have commented in resignation: “Think of the old village also no use. It is not ours any longer. 
The new flats are already built there. […] After one year of difficulties, this time I am used to it. Know 
everybody already. Those people gathering downstairs, all I know. We greet each other.”183 
 
Fire Sites 
Equally powerful to the slum stigma was the justification of fire hazards for the clearance and 
resettlement of entire villages. The official narrative told the origin of Singapore’s public housing initiatives 
as accelerated by the major fires that eradicated urban blocks and villages and left many of the already 
poor immigrants homeless. The Kampong Silat Improvement Program of 1940 was a response to the 
1940 fire, but was delayed by the onset of war; it was reintroduced in 1948 and incorporated post-war 
requirements. The affected families totaled 144, and they were housed in temporary houses in Tiong 
Bahru Estate, the SIT’s showcase estate. This estate was itself built as a result of numerous fires, the 
most disastrous of which occurred in August 1934 and left 500 people homeless.184 Indeed, the housing 
and improvement schemes of the SIT can be mapped according to the sites of slums and fires that 
occurred throughout its 32 years of existence. By 1957, plans included diagnostic surveys for the 
clearance of three major sites in the Central Redevelopment Area, where more than 4,000 dwellings and 
600 businesses would be affected. The completed surveys did not lead to immediate slum clearances, as 
they were halted by social and political exigencies on the island.185 However, the HDB and URD would 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
183 Chua Beng-Huat, “Resettling a Chinese Village: A Longitudinal Study,” in Chua, Political Legitimacy and Housing: 
Stakeholding in Singapore (London; NY: Routledge, 1997), 52, 68. See also Chua Beng Huat, J. Sim and C. W. Loh, 
“Resettling Soon Hock Village,” in Housing a Nation: 25 Years of Public Housing in Singapore, ed. A.K. Wong and 
Stephen H.K. Yeh (Singapore: HDB, 1985). Chua’s study came after a long list of sociological studies that began in 
1971 and saw the HDB’s attempts at taking stock after it celebrated its first decade of existence and building public 
housing. See “Notes,” in Chua, Political Legitimacy and Housing, 169-70. 
 
184 “Three Singapore Kampongs in Ruins,” The Straits Times, August 9, 1934, 12. 
 




later justify comprehensive urban renewal programs because of more frequent and even greater fires in 
the years that followed. 
Official discourse situated the urban kampong as the key site of fire.186 Two most fateful post-war 
fires occurred almost on the same site at Kampong Tiong Bahru. The first occurred on Friday, February 
13, 1959, when 12,000 were rendered homeless. The second occurred on Hari Raya day, May 25, 1961, 
and not only affected more than 6,000 inhabitants, but put to ruin almost five square miles of buildings, 
including the block of flats built for the victims of the fire two years earlier.187 The 1961 fire began in 
Kampong Tiong Bahru, near the site of the 1959 outbreak and devastated the whole of Kampong Bukit 
Ho Swee. As chronicled in all writings on Singapore’s public housing development, the Bukit Ho Swee fire 
was the “largest fire in Singapore’s post-colonial history,” and swiftly caused the PAP government to 
hasten and intensify the city’s housing program. (Figs. 1.10 and 1.11) Castells, Goh and Kwok’s 1990 
comparative study on the economic development and public housing in Hong Kong and Singapore 
established the disaster of fire as the initiator of the public housing programs in both post-colonial cities. 
The standard view that both cities’ mass housing programs were direct and humane responses by their 
respective governments has since been challenged, the dominant critique being that the narrative of fire 
as the impetus of the housing programs was more a myth fabricated to demonstrate the benevolence of 
the colonial government. Similar to the case of Hong Kong, as argued by Alan Smart, slums, fires, and 
urban renewal were inextricably linked to Singapore’s national history project.188  
The official HDB story tells the tale of fire – the most feared force of destruction for overcrowded 
settlements constructed primarily of flammable materials – as providing the impetus for the welfare 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
186 These houses were either owned by a family or subdivided into smaller cubicles for a number of tenant families. 
Loh Kah Seng, in his 2006 research on the subject, replaced the term “squatter settlements” with “urban kampongs,” 
as the former embodied the “stigmatizing language of the colonial planning and housing authorities.” The urban 
kampongs were mostly, but not exclusively, inhabited by the laboring class and proliferated at the periphery of the city 
center (the area around the Singapore River) after World War Two. Loh Kah Seng, “‘Black Areas’: The Urban 
Kampongs and Power Relations in Post-war Singapore Historiography,” Asia Research Center Working Paper No. 
137 (September 2006), 1-33. Also Sojourn 22, no. 1 (Apr. 2007): 1-29.  
 
187 See “12,000 Lose Homes,” The Straits Times, February 14, 1959, 1, and “Hari Raya Inferno,” The Straits Times, 
May 26, 1961, 1. 
 
188 Alan Smart, The Shek Kip Mei Myth: Squatters, Fires and Colonial Rule in Hong Kong, 1950-1963 (Hong Kong: 





program of housing in the new nation. Not only did the government not have to play the role of the 
aggressor-landlord to forcefully remove the settlers, this was also the opportunity to relocate the entire 
village community into a new estate, thus making re-education and the deployment of other state policies 
easier. What better way for the incumbent government to win over the people’s votes than to call upon its 
housing department to take on the task of responding to a natural disaster. Building upon Yeoh’s thesis of 
the spatial contestations enacted through the resistance of the Chinese population living in the Central 
area, Loh Kah Seng’s more recent study on Bukit Ho Swee – an informal settlement west of the 
Singapore River which housed mostly working-class Hokkien Chinese – focuses on how the colonial 
government and later the PAP represented the urban kampong, and in so doing justified the act of 
extradition en masse in the name of urban renewal, and economic and social progress.189 (Fig. 1.12) 
Central to Yeoh and Loh’s subject-power analyses of urban space is the expropriation of land 
belonging to the weakest among the population. At the advent of the nation, transfers of small-scale 
private holdings to state proprietorship were carried out on a more massive and consolidated scale. In the 
urban villages, the previous, less informal and private agreements of property ownership and their 
boundaries were now legally and formally delineated. The state was now the landowner and developer; 
the citizen was merely the tenant of his or her own home. In addition to slum housing exigencies, the fact 
that the frequency of fires in the highly built-up areas compounded the density crisis was repeatedly and 
frequently conveyed to the people to the extent that within a decade, by the 1970s, the government came 
to be seen as the sole protector from crises and the chief builder of their homes. With the housing crisis 
so specifically located and the process of decentralization charging forward, the colonial enterprise that 
set the ball rolling on crisis management and improvement as a response was superseded by an even 
more reflexive state-machinery. Drawing upon lessons learnt from the colonial experience, the new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
189 In his analysis of the urban kampong as the key site of contestation over urban space between the state and the 
Chinese population, Loh Kah Seng argues that the making of modern Singapore could be told from the perspective of 
the resistance of the Chinese population against the state’s attempts to regulate urban space; more specifically, the 
official discourse representing “urban kampongs as sites of social pollution” justified the state’s attempts to eradicate 
their houses and relocate them in public housing estates. In extending Yeoh’s thesis of the spatial contestations 
between the state and society to a specific dwelling typology and site, he also sought to demonstrate that the political 
and ideological distance between the British colonial regime and the PAP was not as great as portrayed in most 
previous scholarship, which by and large echoed the official rhetoric. Both authors based their mode of analysis on a 
Foucauldian model of power and control. Loh Kah Seng, “‘Black Areas’: The Urban Kampongs and Power Relations 





government formulated its crisis management strategies by building upon Singapore’s position as an 
entrepôt.190 Within this rubric, the citizenry were presented as the nation’s only and most valuable 
resource. The people needed to be protected, provided for, and nurtured. 
 
   
Fig. 1.10 Fire on Friday the 13th in Kampong Tiong Bahru, February 13, 1959. Left: “Densely population village 
destroying homes of at least 12,000 people.” Right: “People who lost their homes during the fire, gathering at a 
construction site with their belongings.”  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
190 In his chapter on Singapore, Vijay Prashad points out that the colonial experience of the Asian Tigers – Hong 
Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan – was “objectively beneficial.” For under empire, they were “paradises of 
capital, where the problem of production, and hence workers, was shipped elsewhere,” becoming “almost purely 





    
Fig. 1.11 Left: “Huge ball of smoke rises over the devastated area in the Kampong Tiong Bahru Blaze. In the 
background are some of the flats being built to house victims of the former Tiong Bahru Fire.” Right: Fire on Hari 
Raya Day that wiped out the entire Kampong Bukit Ho Swee on May 25, 1961. Entire settlement razed to the ground.  
 
   
   
Fig. 1.12 Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site. Top left: Aerial View of Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site showing newly constructed HDB 
flats, c.1962. Top right: Nine-story blocks at Bukit Ho Swee Fire Site Phase I. Bottom left: Six-story blocks, Phase II. 






The Malayan Emergency 1964-65  
Formed in 1954 as a new opposition party against the British, the People’s Action Party (PAP) 
was primarily made up by English-educated, middle-class professional men who had returned home from 
Britain. The PAP emerged from the chaos as the dominant ruling party in 1959 by making strategic 
alliances with other parties, then modifying their allegiances after victory. At the same time, their policies 
were targeted towards the masses of workers, farmers, and students.191 However, not only did they 
cooperate with the British large-scale military violence against the independence movement in Malaya, 
they inherited the repressive apparatus for their own use, beginning with the eradication of the “left,” 
accusing them of being communists, in order to solidify their political power. In fact, it was through the 
public housing system that this repression was most visibly and deeply felt.192 Implicit in Fraser’s 1958 
“prediction” was that a Housing and Development board would respond to “the housing crisis” by carrying 
out the comprehensive plans that the SIT had planned but was unable to execute. This was a key reason 
behind the PAP’s landslide victory in the 1959 election – voters were convinced the PAP would house the 
Chinese population en masse, and the Malays and other minorities (Indians and Eurasians) were assured 
they would be included in the new housing program, too.193 Within the HDB schema, housing was to be 
multi-cultural and anti-enclave. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
191 The two factions within the PAP – the Fabian socialists represented by Lee Kuan Yew and his team, and the left 
wing represented by Lim Chin Siong with the backing of the ABL – were by 1957 consolidated with Lee at the helm. 
Lim was imprisoned by Lim Yew Hock’s government for instigating the two riots under the ABL and left the PAP with 
the other leftist members to form the Barisan Socialis in 1961. He was later accused by Lee himself of being a 
communist, and was arrested in 1963 during “Operation Coldstore” enacted by the Internal Security Department, 
when Singapore joined the Malayan Federation, and imprisoned for six years.  
 
192 Christopher Tremewan, The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore (London: Macmillan Press, 1994). 
Tremewan argues that public housing is one of the main mechanisms by which the PAP-state has guaranteed labor 
power for its economic strategy and cemented its political supremacy, through the regulatory mechanism of the public 
housing system which corresponded according to the economic strategy and the nature of political conflict at different 
times.  
 
193 Standing as the opposition party, the PAP won a majority of 43 out of 51 seats including every seat in the rural 
areas, thereby ousting Lim’s government. After David Marshall’s resignation in 1956, the new Chief Minister, Lim Yew 
Hock, launched a crackdown on communist and leftist groups, imprisoning many trade union leaders and several pro-
communist members of the PAP under the Internal Security Act. What immediately followed was the British 
agreement to grant Singapore complete internal self-government, not in defense and foreign affairs, and was made 
official in August 1968. Lim’s tough stance, which had gained him British approval, had made him unpopular with the 
Chinese population, many of whom had communist sympathies. “The Housing Crisis” referred to by Fraser in his 




A major influence on the master plan was the British housing policy of mandatory resettlement, 
especially the relocation of a large part of the central city’s population in a program of “forced 
suburbanization.” The master plan involved the forced resettlement of inhabitants in the two major 
Chinese quarters and the Indian quarter into satellite new towns beyond the city’s green belt: “the lush 
rolling gardens and lawns of the British bungalow belt,” which was the “preserve of the senior civil service 
and the rich.” Neither the British nor the PAP made any plans to disturb this “preserve.” With the 
establishment of the left-wing Barisan Sosialis party in 1961, housing resettlement gained greater 
urgency as it became pertinent for the PAP to undermine both the urban and rural bases of the left in 
order to survive. Housing was the main point of contention in the 1961 by-elections, and many opposition 
candidates questioned the PAP’s housing policy.  
The PAP sent the Minister for National Development, Tan Kia Gan, to defend the HDB by 
showing how it was building 10,000 housing units a year, ten times the number the previous government 
under Lim Yew Hock (through the SIT) had been building.194 That same year, the HDB’s chief architect, 
Teh Cheang Wan (1928-86), elaborated upon Tan’s defense of the HDB and its five-year plan by 
comparing Singapore to Hong Kong, stating that the former was “much better off as regards to public 
housing” than the latter in that it had an all-over housing policy. Teh learnt at the symposium on design of 
high buildings195 organized by the University of Hong Kong in 1961 that more than one million people 
were living in “terribly congested old tenement buildings” and required re-housing. He concluded that the 
housing problem in Hong Kong was more acute than in Singapore, particularly because the standard of 
flats built by the Hong Kong Housing Society and Housing Authority was similar to the emergency flats 
built by the HDB, so the rent in Hong Kong was higher than in Singapore. Pointing out that private 
enterprise was “extremely active in Hong Kong” yet not accessible to the lower-income masses, Teh 
promoted the Singapore government’s welfare approach towards housing.196 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
an adequate response by Lim’s government from 1956 to 1959. “The Housing Crisis,” The Straits Times, July 5, 1958, 
6. 
 
194 “Tan Answers Attack on Housing,” The Straits Times, July 2, 1961, 5. 
 
195 "High Buildings," Hong Kong & Far East Builder 16, no. 2 (1961): 45. 
 




During the implementation of the first five-year housing program, through enforced urban 
resettlement, the PAP began breaking up established and potential opposition electoral communities by 
dividing up old ethnic, working-class communities for resettlement in dispersed locations which were 
“easy to monitor and to isolate should the need arise.”197 The watershed moment occurred in 1963, when 
protests by farmers and rural dwellers against the state demolition teams were met with police riot squads 
and further dissipated with the mass arrest of Barisan Sosialis leaders and the government’s dissolution 
of the Singapore Rural Residents’ Association, the Singapore Country People’s Association and many 
hawker associations – all labeled as communist front organizations.198 When in July 1964 the largely rural 
Malay population appeared to recognize that the destruction of their social and economic base was “a 
special aim of the resettlement process” and voiced their protests, the racial riots that broke out in a 
district targeted for demolition were suppressed and their objections ignored.199 The area most affected 
by the riots was Geylang Serai, originally a Malay settlement and farming community. The relocation 
exercise had begun in the late 1950s following a fire in 1958 that spread over five acres of dense attap-
and-wood housing, killing six people.200 Malay representatives in the legislative committee had come 
forward to urge the government to allow settlers, or re-settled residents, to acquire and resell land in its 
Development Plan.  
Until 1960, resettlement efforts were primarily focused on the Chinese population living in 
overcrowded and dilapidated buildings in the Central Area, which was prime land.201 The Malay 
kampongs, whose residents were seen as “more peaceful” and “less political” than the Chinese, had not 
been the colonial authorities’ primary concern since the days of Simpson’s survey. Yet contrary to the 
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200 Radio Singapore, “This, Our Singapore (5): Housing,” Radio Singapore Series, January 7-8, 1963. NAS 
1997019844 and 199701984. The fifth of a series titled “This, Our Singapore” focused on the development of housing 
in Singapore, highlighting housing as a direct response to fires in the urban villages.  
 





official view held by the authorities and the popular view of the people in Singapore that the Malays 
formed a predominantly indigenous, rural, and unchanging population, large numbers of Malays migrated 
to Singapore only between 1945 and 1970. Though they originally came from rural backgrounds, the 
majority of them never engaged in rural pursuits in Singapore. Many lived in quarters provided by 
employers as they worked as servicemen, gardeners, drivers, janitors, or employees of government 
boards such as public works and utilities, following the War. Rather than a “rural village” which evokes the 
agricultural pastoral, Geylang Serai was more an “urban kampong” – a conglomeration of squatter 
settlements established to accommodate the post-war influx from Malaysia.202 In her research on Malays 
in Singapore, Tania Li traces the emergence of ethnic sentiment during the period after the war up to the 
mid-1960s as “Malay nationalism,” which some authors argued reached its climax in the events 
surrounding the merger of Singapore and Malaysia in 1963 and the subsequent separation of Singapore 
as an independent nation-state in 1965.203 In view of the replacement of the British by the Chinese in all 
spheres of political and economic power from 1959, Li goes on to argue through an analysis of 
quantitative data and government policy how the Malays came to be over-represented at the lower levels 
of the Singapore economy. The 1964 racial riots redirected the incumbent government’s efforts on 
resettlement and though openly opposed to “the principle of positive discrimination” on the basis of race, 
the HDB made an informal rule that a certain percentage of flat units in each estate would be set aside for 
Malay residents, though there are no official records of this quota rule.204 Officially, the only concession 
made for Singapore Malays was in granting them exemption from paying full school fees.  
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203 Ibid., 98. See also Stanley Bedlington, “The Singapore Malay Community: The Politics of State Integration” (PhD 
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204 At the opening of the new Geylang Serai market for example, Prime Minister Lee announced that one block of the 
new flats would be “reserved for Malays” and two-thirds of the stalls in the new market would be allocated for the 
selling of Muslim food. “Malay Rights,” The Straits Times, April 19, 1964, 12. The re-distribution of the Malay 
population at Geylang on the one hand and the re-formation of the Malay community and associating place with racial 
identity on the other was the government’s two-fold strategy to achieve “a multiracial and multicultural society.” This 
double emphasis on the “multi“ was frequently reiterated. In an April 1965 message for the Kerala Association’s 
cultural show at the National Theater, Lee said: “In a multi-racial and multi-cultural society, such as ours, it is of 
paramount importance that the various ethnic groups should learn to live together in harmony.” “Lee: Place in 
Malaysia for All Cultures,” The Straits Times, March 20, 1965, 6. Thus race, culture and housing were simultaneously 





Upon gaining Independence in 1965, steps were quickly taken towards the implementation of a 
multi-scalar complex of policies, the formation of new state bodies, the installation of new ministerial and 
departmental chiefs, as well as the organization of mass public events, all aimed at creating a modern 
society. The PAP’s housing and urban policies, including land acquisition, resettlement and urban 
renewal, were designed to interlink with social and economic policies. The HDB’s definition of social 
policies included welfare and education, and economic policies included taxation and labor. These 
policies updated the more ad-hoc and short-term ones introduced by the previous interim Labor Front 
government led by the first Chief Minister David Saul Marshall (1908-95).205 Leading up to the 1965 by-
elections, finance minister Goh Keng Swee (1918-2010), the main proponent of a socialist government, 
had been making public speeches at various national and local occasions on the merits of a social 
welfare program. It encompassed taxation, labor policies to counteract inequality, an “enlightened 
education program,” and “a housing policy which provides decent homes to those who otherwise might 
have to continue to live in slums.”206 
The first chapter of the party’s manifesto, “The Tasks Ahead,” sets out their political platform – 
independence for Singapore through a merger with a democratic, socialist but non-communist Malaya.207 
Public housing for a “multi-racial community” was a top priority for the new Ministry of National 
Development (responsible for the formulation and implementation of policies related to land-use planning 
and infrastructure development) under which the HDB was established, as the multi-racial, anti-enclave 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
205 The Legislative Assembly passed the motion for self-government in 1955. The election was won by the left-leaning 
Labor Front party with ten seats, and it formed a coalition government with the UMNO-MCA Alliance who won three 
seats. The PAP, another newly formed party, won only three seats. In 1964, Finance Minister Goh Keng Swee 
announced the then socialist government’s social welfare program which included taxation and labor policies to 
protect workers against exploitation, education policies to “broaden the opportunities available to talent,” and a 
housing policy to provide “decent homes.” “The Rich-Poor Gap Narrows,” The Straits Times, April 16, 1964, 4. 
Minister for Law and National Development Law E.W. Barker announced his Ministry’s State and City Planning 
Department was undertaking the task of comprehensive city planning. “Singapore Plans for a 4 Million Population,” 
The Straits Times, May 16, 1968, 4. To coordinate the nation’s housing policy with economic policy and to facilitate 
the process of implementation, chairman of the HDB Yowe Yoon Chong held a half-time position with the Ministry of 
Law and National Development. “S’pore Is Far Ahead in Asia: Expert,” The Straits Times, September 27, 1967, 4. 
 
206 “The Rich-Poor Gap Narrows,” The Straits Times, April 16, 1964, 4. 
 






strategy was a direct counter-measure to the race-triggered events in the preceding years.208 The Home 
Ownership Scheme, first introduced in 1964, took on greater meaning from 1965 when it appeared that 
the PAP’s position as the dominant ruling party was secured. Work at the Resettlement department 
intensified, the number of staff significantly increased, and a separate section was set up to specifically 
handle the clearing of families from the Central areas for urban redevelopment.209 Its counterpart, the 
Urban Renewal Department, was set up within the HDB in 1963 following a visit by a United Nations team 
of experts. With the completion of the first five-year building program in 1965, urban renewal was 
accelerated and expanded. The Board’s strategy to attract private development to complement the 
Government’s efforts in urban areas entailed the preparation of “sale sites” from 1966 for private 
developers. The first fourteen sale sites were advertised in local newspapers in 1968, and private 
developers had four months to tender for them. This allowed the HDB to focus its efforts on building flats, 
which they proclaimed as “homes for the people.”  
With the three-prong strategy of resettlement, housing, and renewal, a thorough overhaul of 
society and the re-institution of a new culture predicated on “multi-culturalism” and its corresponding 
lifestyles were set in motion. To that end, under the 1969 Urban Renewal Program, the entire area of 
Geylang was developed. By the 1980s, a small piece of what was once Geylang Serai was designated as 
its “social center.”  Renamed the “Malay Village,” the architecture of the rural kampong was reconstructed 
– though the representative “traditional architecture” bore no resemblance to the previous, more modest 
everyday dwelling structures – and showcased all things and events recognizably Malay. Irrefutably, this 
“social center” was a simulacrum constructed through a bricolage of representative forms and rituals, a 
cultural and aesthetic re-staging of a past that never existed in such overt forms. (Fig. 1.13)  
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Fig. 1.13 Geyland Serai Village. From top: a. Survey Map, 1934, showing the extent of the Geylang Serai Village 
(upper right). b. Survey Map, 1945, showing Geylang Serai Village as an edge flanked by dense street network to the 





c  d 
Fig. 1.13 Geyland Serai Village. From top: c. Part of the Master Plan, 1958, showing a survey of land use, including 
Geylang Serai (right), which was identified as temporary residential areas. d. Aerial view of the heart of Geylang Serai, 
“Malay Village,” 2011 – a (reconstructed) showcase for selling Malay goods and venue for Malay events and festivals. 





Preemption of Crisis: Housing as Nation Building, c.1965 
“[T]he model of official nationalism assumes its relevance above all at the moment when 
revolutionaries successfully take control of the state, and are for the first time in a position 
to use the power of the state in pursuit of their visions. The relevance is all the greater 
insofar as even the most determinedly radical revolutionaries always, to some degree, 
inherit the state from the fallen regime.”210 
– Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 1991 
 
From 1965, the nation became the only frame through which the history of Singapore was told.211 
Although the HDB’s writing of the official history of housing in Singapore preceded the post-Independence 
national narrative, by the following year, the housing program was apace with the national program. In the 
introduction of the first HDB Annual Report of 1960, the Board begins with a lengthy, six-page 
background on the problems confronted by Singapore and why it saw the SIT as inadequate for the task 
of housing the people: A team consisting of mostly foreign expatriates and a few inexperienced “local 
men who returned from abroad after obtaining professional qualifications with inadequate understanding 
of the local building industry,” and the political exigencies in the late 1950s are cited as key reasons.212 
Such was the “formidable […] task (relative to the resources available)” that the Board confronted in 
1960.213 As such, by the onset of its second five-year program in 1966, the HDB was already priding itself 
for averting the housing crisis and in providing the nation’s new citizens with an “improved” dwelling 
environment that could be quantified through a checklist of indicators. By the end of the “first decade in 
public housing,” the Board claimed to have learnt from the mistakes made by the colonialists and righted 
the wrongs. Minister of National Development Edmund William Barker, in his foreword to the HDB’s 
publication First Decade in Public Housing 1960-69, summarizes the HDB’s position:  
One of the more glaring problems that the Government inherited when it was elected to 
office in 1959 was the acute shortage of housing. A large proportion of the population 
was then living in squalid dwellings concentrated mainly in the City. Whatever little 
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accommodation there was available with a modicum of comfort and modern 
conveniences was beyond the reach of the majority of the people. […] Within five years 
of its establishment, the Board was able to relieve the acute housing shortage in 
Singapore. Now, ten years after its formation, it has completed more than 100,000 units 
of flats which provide homes for about 30% of the population – indeed a record of which 
Singapore can be proud. […] With the basic problem of housing shortage overcome, the 
Government, with technical assistance from the United Nations, is now drawing up a 
comprehensive plan for the development of the whole island using more sophisticated 
and advanced techniques than have been previously adopted. The 1970s should see 
Singapore develop into a well-planned modern metropolis.”214  
According to Barker, with the quantitative problem of housing largely taken care of within the mere span 
of a decade, attention could then shift towards a comprehensive plan for the development of the whole 
island, with technical assistance from the United Nations.  
 
From “Evolutionary” Change to “Revolutionary” Change 
Under the PAP’s socialist-democratic direction, the revolutionary changes that were implemented 
necessitated the displacement of particular differences and specificities, such as language, customs, and 
habits, as well as the reconstitution of new collectivities within broad categories of identity representations. 
A “multi-cultural society” as defined by the government, for example, was represented by the four broad 
ethnic groups: Chinese, Indians, Malays, and Others. The separation of the people along such general 
racial lines was both inclusionary and exclusionary. It reinforced common identities, such as Chinese-
ness, and it also displaced certain differences through the celebration of symbolic differences that 
demonstrated mutual tolerance. There was no space for public forms of representation for the exceptions, 
and conformity to the assigned category of collective identity was the only option. The PAP advocated a 
bilingual educational system whereby Malay was the lingua franca and the regional language of the 
Malayan peninsula, and English was the language of international commerce and science.215 Mandarin 
would be the mother tongue of the Chinese; Tamil, Hindi or Punjabi for the Indians. Dialects were 
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discouraged in schools and in office spaces.216 The formalization of the official languages and religions 
was symptomatic of the national re-structuring project – its most public representation was the daily 
recitation of the national anthem in Malay and the pledge in English by every schoolchild throughout their 
primary and secondary education, from 7 to 18 years of age.217  
The government formulated a responsive system to arrest the occurrence of crisis at its source by 
evoking the survival of an island-nation state with no resources except a large population of untrained, 
uneducated migrants whose affiliations remained mainly with the places from which they came. This was 
done by implementing a five-year strategic plan in 1965 that addressed seven key aspects of 
development: housing, employment, industrialization, education, health, public utilities, and finance. This 
resembled the five-year economic development plans of the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of 
China in their all-encompassing scale as it cut vertically and laterally into all aspects of citizens’ lives in 
the new nation. The direction of the Economic Development Board (EDB) and the HDB were closely 
aligned with the PAP’s “socialist-democratic” imperatives. These strategies for crisis prevention were 
outlined as “tasks ahead” in the PAP manifesto and reiterated in every PAP publication, the first of these 
being a little blue book published in 1971 celebrating the PAP’s “Twelve Years of Achievement” in guiding 
“Singapore through colonialism, internal self-government, independence through merger, and finally to full 
nationhood and widening economic prospects.”218 The government believed that in order to build a 
competitive industrialized economy and “a people with a strong sense of purposeful nationalism” and “a 
multi-cultural community of diverse racial origins,” the health of its economy and society had to be 
spatialized and evaluated, subject to ranking. An examination of both the HDB and EDB’s recent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
216 In 1979, the PAP launched the “Speak Mandarin” campaign with the educational argument that Mandarin should 
replace dialects such as Hokkien spoken at home for the bilingual policy to be effective. From the 1980s on, all 
schools at every level had caught on to the national “Speak English Campaign” and many schools had taken it a step 
further by introducing a fine system to punish those who spoke in any other language besides English. 
 
217 The National Pledge was written by Sinnathamby Rajaratnam in 1966:  
We, the citizens of Singapore, 
pledge ourselves as one united people, 
regardless of race, language or religion, 
to build a democratic society 
based on justice and equality 
so as to achieve happiness, prosperity and 
progress for our nation. 
 





publications of their respective histories reveals the integral paths the two boards were charting to deliver 
the nation from crisis. For the HDB, it was to move the people “from slums to new towns;” for the EDB, it 
was to move from labor-intensive industries in “a time of turbulence and economic uncertainty” in the 
1960s to a “focus on innovation, knowledge and R&D” in the 2000s.219  
The crisis of the new nation thus formalized put the HDB’s housing machinery at the frontline. 
The HDB’s five-year house-building plan was ahead of the nation’s, and in 1965 its role in the project of 
“making citizens” from immigrants was to provide the environments – from domestic spaces to those of 
work and leisure – within which lifestyles would be structured in adherence to the national agenda. The 
provision of homes to live in and factories to work in set the framework and tone for all the other aspects 
of life, both social and cultural. These frameworks gave a new nation something to work towards and fit 
into. During the HDB’s first five years, the majority of public housing consisted of one- to three-bedroom 
tenement flats, with the exception of those designed for exhibition or as housing prototypes. These will be 
examined in the third chapter. The twin agenda in the first Plan was “to build as many low cost housing 
units as possible to meet the needs of people in the lower-income groups whose requirements had never 
been catered for by private enterprise,” and in the long term “to provide for the eventual redevelopment of 
the City.”220 Speed remained the operative word. The biggest difference between the first and second 
five-year plans was that the driving force behind the rapidity of housing construction in the first was to 
resettle fire victims and slum dwellers, whereas in the second, it was to accommodate citizens whose 
training as stakeholders-to-be of the new nation would take place in their very dwelling spaces.  
 
Crisis of the Family & Empowering Women 
 In designing “homes for the people,” the HDB identified yet another crisis that pertained to the 
social lives of the people it was to house. With the problematic alliance between a domestic vision and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
219 Housing Development Board, “Welcome to the HDB Gallery: From Slums to Vibrant Towns,” last updated 
February 4, 2014, http://www.hdb.gov.sg/fi10/fi10320p.nsf/w/AboutUsHDBGallery?OpenDocument. See also, 
Economic Development Board, “Our History: How We Came to Be,” last updated September 15, 2012, 
http://www.edb.gov.sg/content/edb/en/about-edb/company-information/our-history.html. 
 





economic imperatives, the crisis was attributed to the high fertility rate and large sizes of families – a 
situation the colonial government was seen to have failed to control despite setting up agencies to offer 
birth control advice to the public at Municipal Infant Welfare Clinics.221 The PAP saw that low literacy and 
skill levels within the households of the working population compounded this crisis. The housing estate 
thus became the space within which workers were not only to be housed, but educated and trained. The 
approach towards educating the “uncivilized, unruly” masses was to begin by combatting petty crime, and 
delinquency amongst teens and young adults. Meanwhile children growing up within the estates would be 
shaped by the environment. Women were called upon to “help the nation,” an appeal articulated by Seow 
Peck Leng. As the president of the Persekutuan Wanita Singapura (Singapore Women’s Federation), 
Seow presented these views in the Federation’s 1965 publication New Life in New Homes, the result of a 
year-long survey on how residents adapted to their new homes in the HDB estates. Seow was convinced 
that “Women’s Organisations in Singapore could also play an important role in elevating the standard of 
living in Singapore.”222 The survey was predicated on the association’s position that “the people living in 
the Flats are as important as the building; and their welfare, health, and happiness are as important as 
the construction and design of the buildings,” in response to the HDB’s aim to develop self-contained 
communities.223 In fact, it was the HDB that identified the role of women when it described self-contained 
communities as those wherein the daily needs of the family can be satisfied within walking distance of 
their home; and highlighted that “the housewife is able to purchase all her daily necessities within walking 
distance in the estate and the children can attend schools also within walking distance of their homes.”224 
In effect, the lady visitors (-----) of the SIT had been replaced by the wife and mother, whose role 
was to safeguard the family structure within the housing estates. The 1960s saw the emergence of 
women through the popularization of housework amongst the working class; it elevated the importance of 
housekeeping to a domestic science, whereas it used to be the work of domestic servants in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
221 HDB Annual Report 1960, 6-7.  
 
222 Seow Peck Leng, Report on New Life in New Homes (Singapore: Persatuan Wanita Singapura, 1965), 7. 
 
223 Ibid., 12. Seow’s influence in Singapore is well documented, but her political career was less brilliant. As the 
opposition candidate representing the Singapore Alliance, she lost to Fong Kim Heng of the PAP in the 1963 General 
Elections, winning only 7.64 percent of the votes. 
 





households of the wealthier class, particularly amongst the Chinese. The notion of housekeeping was 
already introduced to the Colony by the British at the turn of the twentieth century and reintroduced after 
the War as courses in the English schools during the 1950s. A number of women’s organizations were 
set up during this time in Malaya, many with the agenda of educating rural women on “how to be a better 
wife” through courses in home economics. From 1963, assistance for home economics education under 
the United Nations expanded program of Technical Assistance saw a steady flow of young women in 
Malaya going to Britain and the U.S. for their college education, majoring in home economics. But it was 
under the aegis of nationalism that the HDB provided the environments in which the chores that working 
class women or mothers used to do in their previous dwelling quarters were now given recognition akin to 
the jobs held by the sons and husbands. This determination of gender roles saw the beginning of the 
emancipation of women in Singapore as they were called upon to join the industrial task force as 
“specialists” in home economics. With the introduction of mass public education, the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) introduced home economics in 1965 as a mandatory two-year course for all teenage girls 
embarking on their secondary school education, from 13 to 14 years of age. Despite the gender 
stereotype, the emergence of the woman began with this moment where girls coming of age received 
general education and were educated in the management of the household. 
According to Seow’s study, the new pattern of life in HDB flats compelled the husband to feel 
responsible for his nuclear family. Previously in larger family households the men and women spent their 
leisure time with their own gender, while the children played together. She supported the HDB’s building 
of flats for the small family unit, as she felt it would enable young families to establish a pattern of life 
more in keeping with their age than that of relatives of the previous generation. In a tone consistent with 
the nascent women’s liberation movement in the 1960s, she states that “the new Housing Provisions 
could be said to have sometimes saved young families from destruction.”225 She advocates for the 
breaking away of old familial traditions that resulted in “stagnation” and “serious retrogression,” stating 
that young couples would have to suffer repression and frustration if they had to follow the “old pattern 
[lifestyle] which was established one generation ago.” Instead, she congratulates the HDB for enabling 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





young couples to have their own homes and offering them the opportunity to project their personality 
besides giving them a backbone, a sense of responsibility, freedom and self-confidence,” which was “a 
very soothing balm for nerves which have been frayed by the terrifying pace of today’s world. […] The 
new pattern of life has promoted house pride.” On the flip side, she raises “some disadvantages,” 
detailing them in five points in her report. These focus mainly on the problem of children not being able to 
be raised by their career parents or in most cases, young mothers who were inexperienced homemakers. 
In this regard, she advocates for community centers in the estates as go-to places where the more 
educated and more “enlightened” women would guide and encourage the uneducated women, who were 
really the ones who needed the facilities and amenities of the Centers because they were not part of any 
women or civic organizations. The community center was “their only opportunity to learn about the world 
outside the confines of their homes. […] They have little if any, recourse to knowledge on hobbies and 
leisure activities.”226 
As the training ground for the new family type and the extension of the factory into the home, the 
estate with its community center, school, crèche, clinic, shops, and markets extended the domestic space 
of the flat. With regard to “gangsterism” and juvenile delinquency in the estates, Seow notes that the 
limited space in the flats forced parents to give their children more freedom by allowing them to play in the 
common spaces outside and at the same time, the lack of kinship amongst the residents has resulted in 
each family “minding its own business” so that children could “indulge in undesirable activities without fear 
of neighbors informing their parents about them.” In kampongs, for example, children could play 
anywhere within and be watched by the large kampong family where the adults tended to feel responsible 
for the children. She points out that community centers came close to, but did not replace, such 
communal areas in the kampongs in that they provided facilities for leisure activities, which would help 
discourage juvenile delinquency. What Seow does not bring up but alludes to in her report is a 
paradoxical situation: within the government-subsidized resettlement flats no space belongs to the interior, 
or to the intimate. Whereas the small family of three or four may have gained in real estate space in 
quantitative terms, there was no actual gain in familial space. In the one-, two-, and three-room units of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





231 square feet, 432 square feet, and 617 square feet, respectively, every room is visually and/or 
physically accessible. In order that the kitchen is the space where the wife and mother cooks while 
overlooking the children playing in the playground or field below, the bedroom was located adjacent to the 
access corridor or balcony; anyone passing by could look inside these rooms. The openness of the flat 
reflected the notion that women had to be constantly on watch, since no one else would be sharing her 
role as vigilante of the family – a status that Seow and her team commend as an indication of the 
empowerment of women and the triumph of the nuclear over the large family. They saw this as marking 
the “end of repression and frustration” for women.227 (Figs. 1.14 and 1.15) 
 
   
Fig. 1.14 Estate surveillance. Left: Members of the [all-male] Vigilante Corps, Singapore, on rounds at dusk. The 
menfolk combed the areas beyond the estate for undesirables; the women’s sphere was within the estate. Right: 
Children’s playground in the Bukit Ho Swee estate.  
   
Fig. 1.15 Surveillance from the flat. Left: View of a “sitting room” in an HDB flat. The operable steel louvers directed 
views from outside towards the interior. Right: “Deterrents to Juvenile Delinquency: Mother can keep one eye on the 
children and the other on her cooking at the same time.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  






Housing and the Perpetuation of Crisis, 1965-1979 
“Singapore’s direction worried its leadership. The high rates of investment did not change 
the nature of the Singaporean economy; it produced low-end goods for the world market. 
Singapore needed to go after the high-end, high-value goods to hasten its development 
break out of its dependency on foreign capital. Starting in 1979, PAP inaugurated a new 
targeted investment strategy. It gave immense incentives for foreign capital to invest in 
industrial manufacturing, tourism, trade, transport, and communication as well as ‘brain 
services’ (medical and financial). This ‘Second Industrial Revolution’ required an infusion 
of skill and a new kind of investment. The import of skill was not new to the Tigers. 
Because of Communist insurrection and insurgency, the well-educated and upwardly 
mobile professionals fled to Taiwan and Hong Kong (from China), South Korea (from the 
North), and Singapore (from China and Malaysia). These professionals brought with 
them mercantile and technical skills that came gratis to their host societies. In the early 
years, all the Tigers invested heavily in their human capital: state-funded and managed 
educational systems that stressed technical skills, and an enhanced social wage that 
drew and maintained populations (in Singapore, the state provided housing to all but a 
few of its citizens). Additionally, the Tigers borrowed heavily from technological 
inventions developed elsewhere.”228 
— Vijay Prashad, “Singapore,” 2007 
 
By the late 1970s, with the last of the squatter settlements removed and most of their dwellers 
resettled in HDB flats, it appeared that the housing crisis, as with the economic crisis, had been 
successfully averted. The HDB had proven to itself and the people it housed that even the most human 
issues could be dealt with by housing technology – the science of housing – a “fact” that they celebrated 
locally and publicized, both regionally and internationally.229 The authors of the HDB reports were 
anonymous, unlike previous SIT Annual Reports, of which James Fraser as Chairman acknowledged 
himself as the “compiler” or “writer” until 1957, followed by Sewell and Woolmer until 1959.230 The 
invisibility of the designer and the imprint of the Board reinforced this technical scientific approach 
towards housing design. In publications such as Ekistics, Habitat International, the Architectural Record, 
and MIMAR, projects by the HDB were presented simply as “public housing by the HDB,” like the London 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
228 Vijay Prashad, “Singapore,” in The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World (London and New York: 
The New Press, 2007), 253-4. 
 
229 HDB’s Annual Reports were circulated in the libraries of countries within the region and at the United Nations. See 
HDB Annual Report 1970, in which new buildings techniques were presented. See also, Leslie Fong, “New 
Technique Used to Build Modern Buildings,” The Straits Times, June 7, 1970, 17; “HDB plans ‘Big Leap Forward’,” 
The Straits Times, January 1, 1972, 16; and “Case for Prefab,” The Straits Times, January 9, 1972, 10. 	  
 





County Council (LCC) after the 1950s, whereas previously, individual designers and project architects 
were identified and acknowledged. Housing, not architecture, was the focus.231 Specifically, the technical 
and scientific agendas did not necessarily align with, or address, aesthetic concerns. 
Under the auspices of the PAP, HDB and EDB, the involvement of women’s organizations and 
other social groups all served the larger national agenda. The National University of Singapore (NUS), 
which split from the University of Malaya in 1962, was also part of the national enterprise – its main role 
was to provide the new nation with skilled and intelligent workers. The 1966 convocation speech at the 
National Theater by then chancellor and the first president of Singapore Yusof bin Ishak affirmed this:  
In order to be sure that it is serving our nation, our University, like universities elsewhere, 
needs to take a periodic look at itself to make sure that it does not lose sight of its high 
purpose. […] Is it serving the needs of the nation? [...] I am confident that our University 
will do its best to serve the nation and her people. I am equally confident that the nation 
and the people will give the University the wherewithal to become an institution worthy of 
its name.232  
 
The PAP’s manifesto for the second decade, between 1975 and 1985, included the outline of a 
housing program that was first in its list of nine achievements.233 The PAP congratulated itself for having 
charted a “crash program for urban renewal and building low-cost housing for the people and slum 
clearance” where the rate of housing construction far superseded that of the SIT – in 12 years the HDB 
had erected the same number of housing units that the SIT built in its 32 years of existence.234 As with the 
NUS, the HDB continually reworked the ideal of improvement (replacing the SIT’s notion of general 
improvement of the environs to improvement as attendant to stake-holding). This was the same mindset 
behind the PAP’s “From Third World Housing to First World Housing,” a phrase popularized by its longest 
serving Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (1923-). Within such a matter-of-fact framework of “improvement as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
231 Pawley, Architecture vs. Housing. 
 
232 Speech by the Chancellor, University of Singapore, Inche Yusof Bin Ishak, at the Convocation at the National 
Theater on June 11, 1966. Singapore Government Press Statement, MC. June 14, 1966 (Istana), 66/0044/114. After 
Ishak, Dr. Benjamin Henry Sheares was installed as University Chancellor in June 1971, five months after he took 
office as the President. 
 
233 Housing was followed by “Employment,” “Industrialization,” “Education,” “Health,” “Public Utilities,” “Finance,” 
“Central Provident Fund,” and “Standard of Living.” PAP, Twelve Years of Achievement (Singapore: PAP, 1972).  
 
234 PAP, “Housing,” Twelve Years of Achievement, 8. “In 12 years, the PAP has revolutionized public housing and 




crisis response,” the history of housing was told as the HDB story, though the HDB borrowed heavily from 
ideas and policies that pre-dated its establishment. This was in line with the PAP’s formulation of the 
history of Singapore as beginning with its colonization by the British in 1819. In both cases, the 
deployment of colonial figures and housing typologies served the nationalistic agenda, such as in the use 
of myth-making to legitimize the nationalist agenda, discussed earlier in this chapter. As with the crises of 
population and density, the crisis of national memory and identity – that fraught condition of subject-
formation – was averted by utilizing the very instruments of colonialism to invent the national identity, not 
least by acknowledging Malaya as the domestic space within the new imperial nation.  
The PAP government’s reshaping of post-Independence Singapore depended critically upon a 
capitalistic and technocratic reimagining of what the city and the citizenry was and should be. By 
maintaining a perpetual cycle of crisis generation and response measures, the condition of tabula rasa 
was sustained, thus justifying urban renewal and new housing construction, as well as providing a blank 
state of collective consciousness for the shaping of a shared national memory. Highly reflexive 
governmental policies were put in place and regularly updated to ensure that the citizens would be 
perpetually grateful for having been saved from slums, disease, other natural disasters such as fire and 
floods, and other social, economic, political difficulties. According to the PAP, the transformation of a 
“scattered society” of mostly immigrants into an industrialized population of two million took only 12 years. 
Under this technocratic rubric, the HDB was tasked with housing the labor force of industrial workers and 
civil servants who were all working for the national corporation – the HDB housing estate was the latter-
day phalanstery with the PAP as benevolent employer. To foreground the context within which the 
modern high-rise estate came into being, the following chapter traces the ideological development of 
open space and its inextricable relationship with housing during the formative years of the public housing 









Habitation 2  
Open Space and Public Space, 1907-1967 
 
Studies on the architectural and urban forms of modernism have predominantly focused on 
building masses and their interconnected elements; streets and even plazas have been co-opted 
for modern analysis. Yet little attention has been paid to open space and how as a modern conception it 
is instrumental to the formation of identities, or how the purposeful creation of open space as a public 
good simultaneously conditioned and maintained public consciousness and behavior.235 In Singapore at 
the cusp of her decolonization, the confrontation between the colonial housing body and the incumbent 
national housing authority occurred in the housing estates: the green playing field, for instance, was a 
battlefield in which open space represented the public sphere within which ideological positions were 
staked. The pairing of “house and garden” was actively channeled through the lens of “homeland” that is 
publicly represented by a constructed landscape of predominantly white-washed, high-density dwellings 
and green open spaces.236 Focusing on the development of the idea of open space and the machinery of 
housing as twin forces that have shaped the modern environment of Singapore, this chapter contends 
that it is in becoming public – in its designation as public space – that open space gained political agency, 
for it is precisely in its emptying out as a void that it could then be filled in and repeatedly deployed in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
235 The term open space takes on different meanings when viewed from the perspective of the town (urban) or 
country (rural). Within the urban context, it refers to a space little obstructed by trees or buildings as with a clearing in 
the woods. Within the rural context, it is typically used in the plural to refer to large tracts of unpopulated or sparsely 
populated countryside. OED Oxford English Dictionary, April 2008, Third Edition, last updated November 2010, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/258664?redirectedFrom=open%20space#. For both the SIT and the HDB, open 
space is synonymous with the improvement of the urban environment. The term first appeared in the plans of the SIT 
in reference to the urban spaces that had been removed from the old urban fabric in the city center. Within the HDB 
housing estates, it soon came to take on multiple functions, from the aesthetic and moralistic to the anticipated site of 
future development. See the “Introduction” in the annual reports of the SIT (1927-47) and HDB (1960-).   
 
236 The study of the identity of modern architecture as inseparable from the whiteness of its surface was undertaken 
by architectural theorist Mark Wigley, who in his book White Walls, Designer Dresses re-examines the history of 
modern architecture through the narratives of the white surface, which he argues “is the only place to dwell.” Mark 





construction of a colony, and then of a nation.237 Seen in this light, the ideological transition from the 
colonial housing enterprise to the national program was more seamless than disruptive, contrary to the 
anti-colonialist stance of the PAP government.  
 
Open Space and Control 
“A garden city is a town designed for healthy living and industry; of a size that makes 
possible a full measure of social life, but not larger; surrounded by a rural belt; the whole 
of the land being in public ownership or held in trust for the community.” 
— Council of the Garden Cities and Town Planning Association, 1919 
 
The urban utopias and housing models of the early twentieth century owe their origins to the 
building codes and public health and sanitary reform movements of the second half of the nineteenth 
century. In the English-speaking context, Ebenezer Howard was the first to give open space a specific 
function and a specific visual and plan form in his proposal for a city that sought to marry town and 
country.238 For Howard, a typical unit of the Garden City is a 6,000-acre (2,400-hectare) tract of land for a 
population of 32,000, organized hierarchically from the most civic and urban functions in the centre to 
those that require more open land, like agriculture, and the most distance from the populace, as in refuse 
disposal, asylums, and homes. This “new municipality” was to have a central circular space that 
contained a “beautiful and well-watered garden” and surrounded by large public buildings of a civic nature 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
237 Chua Beng-Huat, with reference to Roger Scruton’s definition of public space (that which contrasts with private 
space), begins his reading of five civic spaces in Singapore by pointing out that in the lexicon of modern architecture, 
the term “public space” tends to evoke images of open space. Public space, as Chua highlights, should be 
conceptually more than mere spatial openness, as open spaces without boundaries (as well as “nature,” which is 
unbounded and therefore neither private nor public, but beyond society, according to Scruton) lack the character of 
publicness, “for they lack social stigma altogether.” Chua Beng-Huat, “Decoding the Political in Civic Spaces: An 
Interpretative Essay,” in Public Space: Design, Use and Management, ed. Chua Beng-Huat and Norman Edwards 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1992), 55. I contend that the open spaces were not only limited to the “man-
made boundary constituted by the buildings that define the space,” but also include boundaries imagined and 
constructed through other forms and representations such as in plans (e.g. at the largest scale, the Master Plan) or 
even in the planting of a tree (as that ‘thing’ which marks its publicness).  
 
238 Ebenezer Howard’s book was first published in 1898 as To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform, and re-





– “town hall, principal concert and lecture hall, theatre, library, museum, picture-gallery, and hospital.”239 
In Howard’s scheme for “social cities,” open space was deployed as an organizing and controlling 
mechanism to limit urban expansion using greenbelts, to the extent that American planner and critic 
Lewis Mumford paralleled Howard’s invention of the “garden city” to the Wright Brothers: “[F]or if the 
aeroplane, in its present or conceivable future forms, is to be anything but a menace to health and sanity 
and safety, and if it is to become as much a part of our daily life as the motor-car now is, it will be so only 
after the Garden City, with its wide belt of open land, has become the dominant urban form.”240  
 
The Garden City 
Howard’s Garden City proposal, which he conceded was “quite Utopian,”241 was to be built by the 
voluntary exodus of people from the overcrowded towns with their unsanitary conditions, and the new city 
would be collectively owned by its citizenry (“private individuals”).242 As for the land surrounding towns, 
Howard made it clear that this should be in the hands of the town to prevent it from becoming “ripe for 
building purposes” and to enable the towns to grow in an orderly manner. (Fig. 2.01) British economist 
Charles Benjamin Purdom in the 1949 edition of his book The Building of Satellite Towns emphasized 
that Howard did not advocate for “a centralized system of nationalization, but a system by which the rents 
realized in any locality went to the benefit of the locality; thus in his garden city the rents were to be the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
239 Moving outwards from the inner ring of civic-buildings-in-a-park are the recreation grounds that are meant to be 
“within very easy access of all the people.” This central public park is surrounded by the “Crystal Palace,” a glass 
arcade meant for art and commerce where “manufactured goods are exposed for sale, and here most of that class of 
shopping which requires the joy of deliberation and selection is done.” Beyond this and of particular concern here, is 
the ring of houses set amidst their “own ample grounds” (presumably gardens), all facing the streets and boulevards 
that lead to the city centre. These were “very excellently built houses” with “proper sanitary arrangements”; their 
varied architecture and design reflect a general observance to the street line beyond which the municipal authorities 
exercise control, though “the fullest measure of individual taste and preference is encouraged.” Beyond the 
residential ring is the “Grand Avenue,” a 420 feet wide green belt that divides that part of the town that lies outside the 
central park into two belts and it yet another park within which schools and churches were to be erected amidst 
playgrounds and gardens. Industries are kept to the outer ring, fronting the circle railway that encompasses the entire 
town. Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of To-Morrow (London: Faber and Faber, 1946), 51-4. 
 
240 Lewis Mumford, “The Garden City Idea and Modern Planning,” in Garden Cities of To-morrow (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1946), 30. 
 
241 Howard, Garden Cities of To-morrow, 44.  
 





main revenues of the town.”243 In fact, Howard’s ambition for the garden city to control expansion and 
development remained at the scale of a suburb until it was elaborated and reworked by Abercrombie at a 
metropolitan and regional scale in the 1940s in his London County and Greater London plans, designed 
to organize the land and population based on a hierarchical system of open spaces. 
Besides the functionality of the plan is its role as a signifier of Englishness, specifically as a 
representation of Howard’s vision of utopia closely linked to the arts-and-crafts-movement with which it 
shared an ideological commitment to social change through the reformation of public institutions and 
authorities, as well as the redesigning of cities and communities.244 The didactic principles of his proposal 
for town planning gathered widespread interest among architects and planners, leading to the founding of 
two garden city estates, Letchworth and Welwyn in Hertfordshire, soon after the establishment of the 
Garden City Association in 1899. The main characteristic of Letchworth, the first town in Britain planned 
along garden city lines and owned by the First Garden City Ltd., is the open lay-out of the roads and 
houses so that the whole town preserves some of the features of a garden.245 The town plan was 
prepared by Barry Parker and Raymond Unwin, who had in 1901 co-wrote a book, The Art of Building a 
Home, which emphasizes the merits of co-operative housing; the owners of the Garden City should be 
the very same who lived there so as to enjoy the benefits of the community. Unwin, a planner well versed 
in the sociological aspects of housing and an advocate of communitarian living, was also a prolific writer 
influenced by the ideas of William Morris.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
243 C.B. Purdom, The Building of Satellite Towns: A Contribution to the Study of Town Development and Regional 
Planning (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1949, First published 1925), 38. In Chapter II, “What is a Satellite Town?” 
Purdom sets out to clarify the term “garden city,” which for him had become debased in 1919 where it had become 
synonymous with “garden suburb,” which had a different meaning altogether. 
 
244 Historian Eric Hobsbawn in The Age of Empire considers the decades leading up to World War I as a period of 
identity crisis through which Bourgeois society passed, which was explicitly illustrated through the history of the arts. 
In a synthetic analysis, he argues that the British-based revolution in architecture and the applied arts were was 
deeply ideological, and in that regard, it was less the design genius of the proponents but the shared commitment to 
social change through institutional reform that connected them. Eric Hobsbawn, The Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1999), 228-9.  
245 Letchworth Garden City began as a newspaper, the Garden City Press,that announced both itself and the garden 






Fig. 2.01 Ebenezer Howard, Garden City and Rural Belt; Ward and Center of Garden City, 1898.  
 
While Howard did not emphasize a particular aesthetic,246 Unwin’s layout plan with its loose-knit 
buildings and communal facilities, and Barry Parker’s housing designs with its gables and dormers, 
showed the direct affiliation to the arts and crafts aesthetic proffered to counteract the harsh planning and 
designs of the Bye-Law method of development.247 This was the first instance when an entire town was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
246 Though admittedly, Howard was still “under the spell of the age that lay behind him.” Lewis Mumford, in his 
introductory essay to the 1946 edition of Garden Cities of To-morrow, thinks that Howard’s Crystal Palace Road, with 
its great shopping district under glass facing a wide open space, “recalls the glass-covered streets of early Victorian 
Buckingham, if not the fantasies of Mr. H.G. Wells.” Mumford, Garden Cities of To-morrow, 32. 
 
247 This argument for a softer and more “loose-knit” planning approach to counteract the hard urban character was 
made by Raymond Unwin in his 1912 book Nothing Gained by Overcrowding, published by the Garden Cities and 
Town Planning Association. Earlier on, together with Barry Parker, he had built a case for the arts-and-crafts 




planned as a garden for living in, rather than gardens being merely an added element to the dwelling, in 
terms of its dimensions and abundance depending on individual wealth. As such, it is also the first time 
when green open space was systematically considered in relation to the town as a whole. Purdom, in his 
review of the town, observes that: 
Every road is planted with trees, with greenswards along all but the busiest roads and 
some of the narrower residential roads; and the hedges to the house-plots, and the trees, 
shrubs, and flowers in the gardens give the town a park-like and very pleasant 
appearance except during the winter, when its architectural deficiencies are laid bare. 
The street trees add much to the attractiveness of the town, and on the whole they have 
been well chosen.248 
 
Letchworth and Welwyn did not become the garden cities Howard intended, but they did 
anticipate the new towns that were to come.249 Welwyn’s population did not reach the original target of 
50,000, and was immediately absorbed into the new towns after 1946. Letchworth, the only remaining 
independent Garden city, did not gain statutory status. Besides its low density and the fact that the 
working class was only a minority amongst its population, the abolishment of the civic director posts and 
the privatization of the company spelt the end to the ideal of the Garden City as a co-operative enterprise 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and Illustrations (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1901). On the development of Letchworth and its role in the 
development of the garden city, see Mervyn Miller, Letchworth: The First Garden City (London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 
2002) [1989]. The case for living in a house with a particular aesthetic that is ‘English’ as necessary to an artistic 
culture was put forth earlier by William Morris and taken up by Hermann Muthesius, who saw the English house as a 
“product of English conditions” and the former’s artistic reformation as an inevitable modern response. Hermann 
Muthesius, in tracing the development of the modern English house, emphasized that his study was cultural as much 
as architectural. He attributed Englishness to Britain being an island and the preference of her people (islanders) for 
living in the country, for reasons of nature such as climate and the beauty of the English countryside, as well as 
culture – individuality and sense of independence called for living in a house. For Muthesius, the combination of these 
reasons resulted in the house as “the rule in English cities, and every house has its garden, however small.” To that 
degree, “[f]lat-dwelling can only be regarded as an emergency substitute for living in a private house, and every time 
a country’s economy takes a turn for the better, the number of those who wish to return to live in their own house is 
bound to increase.” Hermann Muthesius, The English House, ed. Dennis Sharp, trans. Janet Seligman (London: 
Granada Publishing Ltd., 1979), 7-9. Muthesius credited earlier books in drawing attention to “the cultural importance 
of the English House,” in particular R. Dohme’s Das englische Haus (1888) and Robert Kerr’s The English 
Gentlemen’s House (1886), though felt that they were not up to date on the state of house-building in turn-of-the-
century England. 
 
248 Purdom, The Building of Satellite Towns (London: JM Dent and Sons, 1949), 96. 
 
249 In 1919, the Second Garden City Company Ltd. was incorporated with the object of planning a town “as a garden 
city with a permanent agricultural and rural belt, and with provisions for the needs of a population of 40,000 to 
50,000.” The company emphasized that the scheme was to be distinct from a garden suburb, “which by providing for 
the housing of the people working in an adjoining district does nothing to relieve congestion and transport difficulties.” 
As with Letchworth, to encourage the demand for sites and for further development, the original shareholders would 
receive annual dividends of 7 percent and all further profits of the company were to be “expended for the benefit of 
the town or its inhabitants; “the better conditions so brought about, under which a large working population will be 




for its advocates, Osborn and Purdom.250 By 1928, the shareholders were given full equity and the 
citizens excluded from any interest in the company or its profits. In her study of the utopian roots of 
council housing, Allison Ravetz identifies two major contributions of Letchworth to policy: the concept of a 
planned, balanced, and self-contained town, which influenced the development of town planning and 
eventually led to the series of state-funded new towns after 1945, and its small house types which 
provided the link between the model village and council housing after 1919.251 That year saw the 
introduction of the second Housing and Town Planning Act by the first Minister of Health Christopher 
Addison. Also known as the “Homes for Heroes” Act, it allowed for a greater degree of governmental 
intervention by obliging all authorities to survey their districts, estimate their housing needs, and build to 
meet them, using the recommended standards and subsidies available. This was a marked increase in 
state-sponsored housing initiatives, compared to the first Housing and Town Planning Act of 1909, which 
gave councils powers to assist co-operative housing societies in the provision of working-class housing. 
These societies played a big role in the development of Bourneville, Letchworth, and Hampstead Garden 
Suburb, at the same time disseminating garden-city style suburbs that became the popular model for 
private house builders.252 These were the direct models and references for housing societies and private 
developers that were set up in the colonies in between the two wars.253 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
250 This was discussed by Ravetz in Council Housing and Culture, particularly Chapter 6 “Garden City to Council 
Estate,” in which she examines the significance of the garden city in the development of council housing in Britain. 
Alison Ravetz, Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment (London: Routledge, 2001), 82. For 
a more detailed description of stake holding, see also Purdom’s “Letchworth: Establishment and Growth,” in The 
Building of Satellite Towns (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1949), 53-85. 
 
251 Ravetz’s overview of Council Housing in Britain begins with the domestic reforms, the housing societies, and the 
building of tenements and model villages in the nineteenth century. Besides emphasizing the utopianism of Edward 
Bellamy and Howard as having provided the utopian roots of Council Housing, she identifies the contributions of 
William Richard Letharby, William Morris, Unwin, and Parker in providing artistic inspiration. For her, utopianism had 
a brief life in the post-1945 housing estates and ended with “the high-rise experiment.” Ravetz, Council Housing and 
Culture, 67. 
 
252 Ibid., 77. 
 
253 The need for a Co-operative Housing Association was raised in the 1918 Report of the Government Commission 
in Singapore. Citing the housing built by housing societies in Bombay, which had their origins in England where the 
societies formed under it were registered according to the “Industrial and Provident Societies Act 1893,” the Report 
recommended a Co-Partnership system “suited to all classes of the community but especially so to the Europeans 
and Eurasians.” The Bombay Cooperative Housing Association was set up in 1915 and consisted of several housing 
societies such as the Saraswat Co-operating Housing Society, the Mangalorean Garden Houses Co-operative 
Society and the Bombay Catholic Co-partnership Housing Society, which was registered under the Co-operative 
Societies Act. The Straits Times, “Singapore Housing,” August 27, 1918, 8. But it was not until 1948 that the first 




Post-World War I witnessed two significant shifts within the garden city movement. The first was a 
new emphasis on public ownership rather than self-government advocated by the “New Townsmen” 
group formed by Purdom, Osborn, Howard, and a Letchworth publisher towards the end of World War II. 
The focus now was on the “town” rather than the term “city,” which contained the utopianism that they had 
come to explicitly repudiate. The second was a concession to conventional values that saw the split 
between town-planning and house-building in legislation.254 Addison himself, in his support of the building 
guilds to participate in house-building, was responsible for transforming the housing of the working 
classes from a capitalist enterprise into a social service, for he saw that the housing emergency 
necessitated immediate action that could be held up by town-planning.255 Furthermore, by 1919 the term 
“garden city” to describe housing and estate development had become very popular among town-
planners, housing estate developers, and builders. The “New Townsmen” took their “new towns” onto the 
political platform and directly influenced the creation of the London green belt in the 1930s.256  
Even the early advocates themselves differed in the precision of the definition. Unwin’s idea of 
“the garden city type of development” was “twelve houses to the acre,” as indicated in his highly influential 
1912 pamphlet “Nothing Gained by Overcrowding.” Purdom, in his brief historical survey of the 
development of the garden city, saw that a proposal for a “satellite town” was the same as one for a 
Garden City, so the two could be used interchangeably to refer to that specific type of open space 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
encourage home ownership amongst its members. See “Housing Project,” The Straits Times, July 22, 1948, 7; “Govt. 
Men Start Housing Plan,” The Straits Times, August 4, 1948, 5; “Co-op Housing Society,” The Straits Times, 
November 19, 1948, 4; “Holiday Bungalows Will Cost $160,000,” The Singapore Free Press, November 19, 1948, 5; 
and “Govt. Land Sought,” The Straits Times, November 26, 1948, 5. 
 
254 The two World Wars compounded the ideological split between town planning and housing in that it introduced the 
term crisis into the lexicon of housing. For post-war Britain and continental Europe, the “housing crisis” became the 
driving force behind the building of homes. The ascendancy of council housing – its “expansionist years between 
1920 and 1970” – was co-terminous with the rise to dominance of home ownership, which attracted those 
“respectable families” (their latterday middle-class counterparts) for whom the earliest council housing was intended. 
In Ravetz’s analysis, Council Housing began as a measure of equality and opportunity but turned into a mechanism 
that accentuated social inequalities, though it did make a significant contribution to public health by granting access to 
large numbers of the poor and not-so-poor to homes whose quality was the admiration of overseas observers, 
especially up to the 1950s. The quality owed, in origin, to the espousal of the garden city school of design, 
underpinned by the belief in the possibility of effecting social and cultural improvement through raised material 
standards, artful building, and planning, and whose utopian driving force reasserted itself in 1945 and later in the 
1950s high-rise flats. Ravetz, Council Housing and Culture, 237-38.  
 







development based on decentralization.257 Howard, in his 1946 edition of Garden Cities of To-morrow, 
suggested that in Patrick Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan of 1944, Letchworth and Welwyn would be 
two of the ten satellite towns in the outer country ring.258 Developers picked up on the domestic and 
aesthetic ideals of “house and garden” to persuade clients into buying their properties; builders would 
offer their “expertise” in building “garden city homes.” 
The dominance of greenery as an inseparable component of housing was discussed by Sigfried 
Giedion, who saw in the squares of early nineteenth century London, for the first time since the Middle 
Ages, “the outward appearance of the city as conditioned by the building activities of the upper middle 
classes.”259 He traced the origins of the squares to the seventeenth century when noble landowners built 
up portions of their estates following the baroque pattern of places, with direct reference to the French 
places or Italian piazzas, rather than streets. Whereas Giedion linked the development of these green 
open spaces to “the English preoccupation with the idea of comfort,” Robert Home, in his thesis on the 
“planting” of British colonial cities, extended his analysis to the colonies. He identified that the squares in 
London were usually reserved for private use as promenades and gardens at least up until the nineteenth 
century, but “in the more egalitarian colonies they fulfilled a multitude of public purposes.”260 These public 
squares typically took the form of large rectangular plots subdivided from the street blocks of the colonial 
grid. The Padang, the green field in front of the Singapore Supreme Court which was originally the front 
lawn for the residences of Dr. Montgomorie of the East India Company and then Resident-Councilor 
Thomas Church until the 1850s, became increasingly used for public activities until its official inauguration 
as part of the Municipal Buildings known as City Hall, completed in 1929. By the 1930s, the Padang was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
257 In 1917, Purdom wrote a small pamphlet, The Garden City after the War, in which he proposed that at least fifty 
new towns with populations of 50,000 should be created to meet the post-war housing shortage. 
 
258 Howard, Garden Cities of To-morrow, 153. 
 
259 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1954), 618. 
 






the grounds for commemorative and ceremonial occasions, as well as a playing field for the Singapore 
Recreation Club and the Singapore Cricket Club as early as the 1880s.261 (Fig. 2.02) 
 
 
Fig. 2.02 The various stages of the Padang viewed from the Esplanade, Singapore. Top left: The residences of Dr. 
Montgomorie and Thomas Church on the corner of Coleman Street, c.1850s. Bottom left: A venue for “great 
occasions,” c.1950s. Top right: The Peninsular Hotel and Shopping Complex constructed on the site of George D. 
Coleman’s House (1829-1969), c.1970s. Bottom right: A venue for national occasions, c.1970s.  
 
Meanwhile, open space as an urban art form was propagated by Viennese architect, historian, 
and urban theorist Camillo Sitte in his didactic treatise on modern planning, Der Städtebau (The Art of 
Building Cities) in 1889.262 Sitte focused on open space as an urban artifice such as the market square 
and plaza, which had been the “the theater for public life”: it is a vital component in the artistic synthesis 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
261 Ray Tyers, Singapore Then and Now (Singapore: University Education Press, 1976), 84-88. The Singapore 
Recreation Club and the Singapore Cricket Club were founded in 1883 and 1884, respectively. 
 
262 Although it was only translated into English in 1965 by the art historians George R. Collins and Christiane 
Craseman, the original German version and the subsequent French edition by which Sitte is commonly known were 





[Gesamtwerk] of the city.263 He defined the characteristics of a variety of open spaces – from the spaces 
between buildings, to designated squares and plazas, to streets – and described how they could be 
artfully synthesized with the architecture that makes up the city. (Fig. 2.03) Yet because of the exclusive 
importance accorded to the aesthetic dimension, Sitte’s planning approach was overlooked by the 
modernist architects of continental Europe.264 In contrast, Howard’s proposal for the garden city as a 
panacea for all social and economic ills prognosticated most of the urban initiatives across Europe and 
became an international movement.265 The most dogmatic proponents of the functionalist aesthetic 
sought to redefine and recontextualize garden city principles for their own purpose.266  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
263 “[O]n the whole, city planning properly understood, is no mere mechanical office task, but is actually an important 
and inspired work of art. It is really part of a great and true art of the people, a fact that is the more important because 
our times lack just such a popular synthesizing of all the visual arts in the name of an all-encompassing and unified 
national work of art. [Gesamtkunstwerk].” Camillo Sitte, “Appendix I: Greenery within the City,” City Planning 
According to Artistic Principles, trans. George R. Collins and Christiane Crasemann Collins [originally Der Städtebau, 
1889], Columbia University Studies in Art History and Archaeology Number 2 (New York: Random House, 1965), 183. 
This essay first appeared in 1900 in Der Lotse: Hamburgische Wochenschrift fur deutsche Kulture, and this was the 
first published translation in English. The translators highlighted the problems of translating such crucial terms as the 
simple German word Platz, as the most common English equivalent “‘square’ […] tends to suggest just that precise 
geometrical character which Sitte was trying to avoid.” Yet the literal equivalent “place,” is “a word now rarely used in 
English to mean a square, and reliance on the French term place would only lead to confusion, so the word “plaza” 
was chosen. Of significance is also the word malerisch, which the translators claimed art historians generally 
consider untranslatable. This was Sitte’s favorite adjective for describing an urban effect which he liked and thus they 
felt it important to clarify that the author meant neither “picturesque” in the romantic sense, nor “painterly,” but rather 
“pictorial,” that is, “structured like a picture and possessing the formal values of an organized canvas. In their 
translation they elected to use both “picturesque” and “pictorial,” depending on the context the word was invoked. See 
also, George Collins and Christiane Crasemann, Camillo Sitte and the Birth of Modern City Planning (London: 
Phaidon Press; New York: Random House), 1965. 
264 As François Choay pointed out, in French-speaking countries where his book was translated in 1902, Sitte’s work 
was almost completely ignored. This was in part due to the misleading translation in French by C. Martins, which the 
Collins showed in their 1965 English translation. François Choay, The Modern City: Planning in the 19th Century (New 
York: George Braziller, 1969), 106, 115. In his 1928 book Urbanisme (The City of To-Morrow and its Planning), Le 
Corbusier infamously denounced Sitte’s book as “a most willful piece of work; a glorification of the curved line and 
specious demonstration of its unrivalled beauties,” and blamed the picturesque direction in Germany’s town planning 
on it, which for him was predicated “purely on a question of aesthetics.” The celebration of the curved line “was an 
appalling and paradoxical misconception in an age of motor-cars.” Le Corbusier, The City of To-Morrow and Its 
Planning, trans. Frederick Etchell (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1987), 9. While Sitte’s town necessitated 
organic growth, Le Corbusier’s city was to be reorganized along contemporary lines, taking into account the space-
time impact of modern technology, such as developments in infrastructure and transportation. For Le Corbusier, “the 
only way to deal with the ‘tentacular’ growth of cities was through the machinery of planning based on functional 
classification and proportional mean.” Ibid., 76-7. 
 
265 The Architecture Review published a series of articles that examined the Garden City Legacy in England, France, 
Germany, and Russia. The Architectural Review 163, no. 976 (June 1978): entire issue. See especially, Nicholas 
Bullock, “Housing in Frankfurt 1925 to 1931 and the new Wohnkultur,” 335-42; James Read, “The Garden City Idea 
and the Growth of Paris,” 345-52; and Catherine Cooke, “Russian Responses to the Garden City Idea,” 354-63. 
 
266 Towards the end of The City of To-Morrow, Le Corbusier re-invoked Sitte’s idealization of “the winding road” as 
being irrelevant for the contemporary city, but this time, rather than rejecting it outright, he states that “the problem of 
the winding road in relation to garden cities deserves closer examination.” With an adept twist, he made the following 





Fig. 2.03 Camillo Sitte’s improvement projects in Vienna. Left: Project for the transformation of the Votive Church 
plaza in Vienna. Center: Projected plaza layout in front of the Parliament building. Right: Sitte’s suggestion for the 
transformation of the western portion of the Ringstrasse.  
 
Open space, re-organized for “the modern age,” was rationalized as the space surrounding and 
contained by buildings. For Le Corbusier, open space – classified as cultivated and uncultivated nature – 
is that which is not occupied by habitable space, and the starting point for his urban plans.267 The 
inhabitant is expected to come back from work, and with the renewed strength given to him by his games 
and recreation, sets to work on his garden. Le Corbusier believed that such a housing organization “turns 
the inhabitant of the garden city into an agricultural laborer and he becomes a producer.”268 Rationalized 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
street is the best form for conditions of work. The winding road is more appropriate for recreation. We may also agree 
that the straight road gives a good sense of direction, owing to its regular intervals. The winding road destroys all 
sense of direction. And, lastly, we may admit that the straight street is eminently architectural, while the winding street 
is sometimes architectural.” Le Corbusier, The City of To-Morrow and its Planning, 207. 
267 Le Corbusier, The City of To-Morrow, 205. In his ‘cite jardins’ (garden city) housing schemes of the mid-1920s, he 
took 400 square yard plot of land per family as the minimum allotment and provided a two-story stacked dwelling to 
contain 100 square yards of habitable space. The remaining 350 square yards were left for the flower garden, sports 
and the kitchen garden. For optimum efficiency, the houses and their ‘hanging gardens’ were stacked up on the 
cellular or ‘honeycomb’ principle, while the allocated kitchen gardens and shared sports grounds are on the ground 
level at the foot of the building so ‘you come home, you change, you can take your exercise just outside your home.” 
 
268 Ibid., 206. The pairing of dwelling and open space is shared by Frank Lloyd Wright who formulated this synthesis 





as such, the rehabilitative function of open space was for the direct cultivation of the mind and body of the 
inhabitant so as to condition him or her for modern living. (Fig. 2.04) Modern architects and planners thus 
accorded open space with meaning.269 Proposed in response to immediate problems such as congestion 
and sanitation, the plans projected a new population of inhabitants socialized to modern modes of living 
and movement; and almost all the proposals could only be built on cleared land, tabula rasa. In other 
words, these new public spaces were intended for a modernized populace. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
269 Apart from Le Corbusier’s 1923 Contemporary City and 1925 Plan Voisin for Paris, there were other notable 
experiments, such as the lineal model advocated by the Spanish planner Arturo Soria y Mata and experimented with 
by the Soviet Architectural Group OSA, Russian artist-architect Ivan Leonidov, and German architect-planner Ernst 
May in his housing settlement plans for Frankfurt and initial plan for Magnitogorsk, a new city in the Soviet Union. Le 
Corbusier himself, upon his return from the Soviet Union, put forth the linear La Ville Verte (Green City) of 1930 and 
his Radiant City Plan of 1935, in which his redent housing (“VR”-type machines à habitation) weaved continuously on 
a ground containing different types of green open spaces, their roofs containing other types of “cultivated” open 







Fig. 2.04 Top: Le Corbusier, 400-square-yard plot per family with 100 square yards of habitable space; “Plan of a 
Garden-City Housing Scheme on the Cellular System” Bottom: Le Corbusier, “La Ville Verte” (Green City), 1930. The 
scheme further demonstrates his idea for the valorization of the ground. At the same time, it replaces the traditional 




Despite not being widely adopted, Sitte’s urban beautification cause was shared by Scottish 
planner and theorist Patrick Geddes and taken up by Raymond Unwin at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. In his book Town Planning in Practice, Unwin refers repeatedly to Sitte’s notion of creating 
places, pointing to the latter’s analysis of the picturesque qualities of towns due to gradual development 
along irregular lines rather than towns planned solely for the convenience of traffic. He shared Sitte’s 
emphasis on designs in accordance with the artistic principles upon which the beauty of town must 
depend.270 Before Unwin, Geddes had already introduced to British India the diagnostic city survey and 
the improved town plan based on an acupunctural and reconstructive strategy along naturalistic irregular 
lines (as opposed to an overall plan which necessitated large-scale indiscriminate destruction of the 
existing city fabric). Open spaces and trees were seen as crucial elements for the townsfolk of Indian 
cities who were “largely villagers and not really at home in the street.”271 For Geddes, the village square 
was “the true meeting ground […] for the children and the elders.”272 In colonial Singapore, the Sitte-
Geddesian notion of improvement was initially taken up by the Municipal authority and then the SIT, but 
its scope was limited to the city center. After World War Two, the rhetoric of improvement gave way to 
that of the “new” – new housing configurations, new neighborhoods and communities, and new lifestyles. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
270 Raymond Unwin, Town Planning in Practice: An Introduction to the Art of Designing Cities and Suburbs (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 1994), 52, 97-98, 137-41. Originally published in 1909 by T. Fisher Unwin, Ltd. He 
discusses Sitte’s traffic diagrams as more humanistic than the French, in particular the traffic analysis of M. Eugene 
Henard in “Etudes sur les transformations de Paris,” and saw in Letchworth the realization of some of Sitte’s ideas 
such as the central location of the town square, and the varying width of the streets; he also referred to German 
writers like Sitte and Stubbens, who attributed the beauty of the old Gothic towns to the irregular street widths. 
 
271 Patrick Geddes, “Open Spaces and Trees,” in Patrick Geddes in India, ed. Jaqueline Tyrwhitt (London: Lund 
Humphries, 1947), 84-5. 
 






Open Space and the Colony, 1907-1936 
“No ‘Crystal Palace’ in a garden city ever appeared. The idea of a garden city never 
exerted any influence on the rebuilding of a great modern capital. The most that resulted 
was the creation of new suburban settlements by cooperative societies and the 
introduction of better architectural schemes, but for the most part the idea degenerated 
into the building of conglomerations of small houses in small gardens.  
After the lapse of four decades it is easy to see why the idea of the garden city, ‘where 
town and country are married,’ was doomed to failure. The example of the ‘working 
model’ shows that it offers no solution to the problems of today. A partial solution is 
impossible; only preconceived and integrated planning on a scale embracing the whole 
structure of modern life in all its ramifications can accomplish the task which Ebenezer 
Howard had in mind.”273 
— Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture 
 
Howard’s first Garden City was introduced to the English-reading public in Singapore in 1907. As 
with Letchworth – “[t]he garden city had a newspaper before a brick was laid” – the development of 
garden city estates in Britain was among the happenings that were dutifully reported by the English 
newspapers in Singapore.274 The Straits Times reported on the progress of Letchworth with a specific 
focus on the incremental rise in land value generated by the building of a garden city, which was “really a 
town with some three thousand inhabitants with more than a score of shops, two banks, public hall, 
places of worship, schools, gas, water, well-lighted streets, and most of the conveniences of town life, in 
addition to the gardens and open spaces which are the special feature of the place.”275 The profitability of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
273 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1954), 688. 
 
274 See also, Purdom, The Building of Satellite Towns, 81. Prior to this, a small single-paragraph article appeared in 
the Straits Times on the acquisition of 50 acres of ground on the Dunmbuck Estate in the neighbourhood of 
Dumbarton for a garden city estate modelled after Port Sunlight and Bourneville. “Garden City Near Dumbarton,” The 
Straits Times, March 30, 1906, 6. That same year, an excerpt was published in the Eastern Daily Mail (1905-1907) 
heralding London as “one of the luckiest cities […] in having its great stretches of gardens and open spaces that cut 
deep into the heart of the bricks and mortar […] our nearest working approach to the garden city in being.” Eastern 
Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, June 23, 1906, 2.  
 
275 The latest development in Empire town planning, including the establishment of the London County Council, as 
well as the ideals and imaginations attached to open space were very quickly disseminated to the colonies. In the 
Crown Colony of Singapore, the expediency with which news of the happenings in London arrived was largely due to 
the heavy traffic of officers (most in municipal service) travelling between home and the colony, as well as through the 
English press, in particular The Singapore Free Press, October 1, 1835-1962, and The Straits Times, July 15, 1845-
present. The building of satellite cities (including the garden cities of Letchworth and Welwyn) and the development of 
town planning in Britain, were reported by these English presses. See, “Garden City Near Dumbarton,” The Straits 
Times, March 30, 1906, 6; “First Garden City: Encouraging Record and Outlook,” The Straits Times, February 26, 
1907, 3; “Satellite Cities,” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, August 31, 1920, 12; “London’s 




such a model of planning and house-building was picked up by developers in British Malaya. In the 
following decades, garden cities in various countries besides Britain, including France, Germany, 
Australia, and other cities in Asia and South America, were reported in the newspapers, most frequently 
in The Straits Times and the Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser.276 These reports invariably 
described the garden city as a pleasant place free of slums and overcrowding.277 The “garden city” 
became synonymous with a lifestyle that offered the familiar comfort of English domesticity within the lush 
greenery of the tropics. As in Britain, most of these developments that claimed to be built along garden 
city lines primarily took the low-density estate plan and house-and-garden configuration and adapted 
them to the tropical context. Among the earliest examples were the houses built by British development 
companies for their staff, such as those by the Duff Development Company and Dunlop Estates 
Company within their rubber plantations and tin mining properties in the Straits Settlements.278 
In 1923, a housing scheme planned with a central green open space was announced as 
Singapore’s first garden city. “Wah Garden City,” a housing development at the corner of Bukit Timah 
Road and Balmoral Road, was announced as Singapore’s first such housing scheme by Chinese 
entrepreneur Khoo Kok Wah. Containing a “spacious green in the center” in a 12-acre site, it was planned 
and designed by Chinese architect L. Choon Hong. The plan comprised more than 20 terrace houses 
fronting Bukit Timah Road, and 23 “European style bungalows” distributed within the rest of the site with 
the central grass space of half an acre left as a playground for the children of the residents.279 (Figs. 2.05 
and 2.06) The scheme – an interpretation of the English domestic ideal – was presented as a response to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and Mercantile Advertiser, February 28, 1924, 11; and “London’s Satellite Town: Welwyn’s Progress,” The Singapore 
Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, July 13, 1925, 4.  
 
276 See “Rangoon,” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, October 7, 1911, 3; and “A Kowloon 
Housing Scheme,” SFP & MA, December 10, 1913, 7. See examples, “Hong Kong Housing Scheme: An Interesting 
Co-operative Enterprise,” The Straits Times, December 12, 1913, 10; “Garden City for Shanghai: New Residential 
Scheme in French Concession,” The Straits Times, February 5, 1914, 12; “Gigantic Scheme: Contract to Build Ten 
Thousand Houses,” The Straits Times, July 16, 1914, 12; “Tsingtao Impressions: The Making of a Former German 
Settlement,” The Straits Times, August 23, 1916, 12. 
 
277 Marcus Woodward, “The World in 2408 A.D.,” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, March 20, 
1909, 10. 
 
278 See for example, “A Visit to Kelantan: The Properties of the Duff Development Company,” The Singapore Free 
Press, October 20, 1911, 3. 
 
279 See “Wah Garden City: Singapore’s First Housing Scheme,” The Singapore Free Press, January 19, 1923, 7. 





Singapore’s own housing problem:  “At long last Singapore is to have a garden city similar in many 
respects to the ‘picturesque garden cities’ which made their appearance in different parts of England as 
part of the programme to remedy the house shortage after the war days.”280 
 
That the bungalow was proposed as a viable dwelling type in response to the housing shortage 
revealed the multifarious nature of the history of housing in Singapore.281 Built and designed in the 
“European style,” it demonstrated that the idealized forms of colonialist imposition were continually 
reconfigured, not least by the entrepreneurial spirit of the Chinese.282 Embedded in the plan was less an 
English projection of a home away from home, but rather the connotations of class, comfort, and hygiene 
accessible only to certain individuals and groups; and for those who could afford it, it was the most viable 
housing option.283 However, seen against the larger context of Singapore housing development, it 
indicated a shift in the “democratization” of the bungalow. In the nineteenth century, houses built for the 
wealthy merchants or British expatriates were on individual lots. In the 1920s, the colonialist government 
began building “civil services estates” for their senior and mid-level officers; the army and private 
companies began building private estates for their officers and executives.284 These “garden” estates 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
280 Ibid. 
 
281 For a comprehensive study of the cultural history of the bungalow and its significance as a distinctive form of 
dwelling and property development, see Anthony King, The Bungalow: The Production of a Global Culture (New York; 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). By tracing the bungalow from its humble beginnings as a peasant’s hut in 
Bangalore to the internationalization of this particular dwelling type with its explicit and implicit geographical, 
economic, cultural, and political meanings (such as connotations of lifestyle and class ideals), he departs from the 
colonial-colonialist frame in discussing the built environment and instead focuses on how these societies produce 
their environments – and also how these environments produce societies. 
 
282 Besides the “European style” houses built by the better known firms of the time, there were also firms which 
exercised such stylistic versatility as to apply a Renaissance façade to a traditional Chinese layout or conversely, to 
combine the “Malay style of building” with an English house layout. In his chapter on “Eclecticism,” Norman Edwards 
suggests that this informal mixing could be due in part to the surveying or engineering background and the lack of 
architectural training of members in the “local” firms – many of whom came from the ranks of the Engineers’ of the 
Public Works Department – who were involved in the intense house-building activity in the first decades of the 
twentieth century. Norman Edwards, The Singapore House and Residential Life, 1819-1939 (Singapore; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 225-240. 
 
283 This is extensively discussed by Edwards in The Singapore House and Residential Life, 1819-1939. 
 
284 Designed by architects in the Public Works Department, the early civil service estates were mainly to the north of 
Bukit Timah Road on crown land bordering Mount Pleasant, Malcolm Road, and Chancery Lane. The later civil 
service estates built in the 1930s were laid out on higher ground, such as those reached by Pender Road, 





anticipated Singapore’s housing development in the following decades, which would unfold alongside the 
formation of identities, and along class and racial lines, narrated most cogently by open space.  
 
 
Fig. 2.05 Site plan of proposed “European style bungalows” (House types A, B, C, E) at Chancery Lane and Barker 






Fig. 2.06 “European style bungalows” (House types A, B, C, E) at Chancery Lane and Barker Road, 1920. Owner: 




The Colonial Approach to Public Improvement 
The Geddesian approach was taken up by the municipal authority, which had identified the need 
for diagnostic surveys and city improvement in the early 1900s. As in Europe and in North America, the 
recognition of the importance of open spaces to the health and vitality of the urban population, which 
underlined the ideology behind public parks implemented in the nineteenth century, was extended to 
housing conditions following William Simpson’s 1907 Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore.285  
Simpson shared Geddes’ somewhat paternalistic view of the living conditions of the colonized population, 
although he did not address the issue of aesthetics. Deprecating any piecemeal improvement of sanitary 
conditions, he made a case for town-wide schemes of driving back lanes through entire blocks of 
(tenement) houses for the purposes of night-soil removal and to increase access to light and air for the 
occupants.286 In dense city blocks where houses extend too deep, he proposed that the back lanes adjoin 
a larger tract of land removed and be designated as open space. The result would be a perimeter-
housing configuration with a central green space.287 The partial removal of the housing mass was to be 
determined after a diagnostic survey of the blocks was conducted. Towards the end of 1907, Simpson’s 
recommendations for improving the health and sanitation of the town dwellers, identified as “the great 
Asiatic community,” were seriously reviewed by the Municipal Commission and by late November, the 
first plans for driving back lanes through “insanitary properties” on Telok Blangah Road were approved.288 
The Municipal Ordinance of 1913 reflects this emphasis on the “improvement of insanitary areas.”289 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
285 The colony’s first public park was the Botanic Gardens, laid out in 1819 by the colony’s founder Stamford Raffles 
as an extension of his residence. 
 
286 The introduction of back lanes in the colony’s densely packed tenements was first proposed by the late James 
McRitchie, Municipal Engineer of Singapore, after a tour of sanitary inspections in several Indian towns. 
 
287 Simpson, “Plan of proposed improvements,” in Report on Sanitary Condition of Singapore. 
 
288 “Interim Report of Health and Disposal of Sewage Committee,” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, 
September 23, 1907, 3. The Municipal Commissioners included Dr. W.R. Middleton, then Municipal Health Officer, 
who recommended the demolition of a number of properties deemed too unsanitary for the defects to be effectively 
removed. “Municipal Commission,” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, November 30, 1907, 3. 
 
289 “Minutes of the Proceeding of the Municipal Commissioner in Committee,” 1913, NAS 979/13; Raffles Museum 





The creation of an Improvement Trust in Singapore, was called for by Roland Braddell, a member 
of the Municipal Commission, in his 1916 lecture on “Municipal Ideals.”290 In this thorough lecture dealing 
with the theoretical, idealized, and practical aspects of municipal administration, Braddell emphasized 
public cooperation and advocated for the formation of a Health Trust whose special duty would be “to 
administer the moneys for the improvement of the town.” He highlighted sanitation as foremost among the 
work needed to be carried out by a municipal administration, as well as the provision of light and air with 
regard to housing. Braddell’s advocacy for the creation of an Improvement Trust was echoed by W.R. 
Middleton, the Municipal Health Officer who strongly recommended for a Trust to be charged with “the 
duty of the sanitary renovation of the most afflicted portions of Singapore.”291 This was shortly followed by 
the formation of the Housing Commission comprising six members: W.G. Maxwell, Roland Braddell, J.A. 
Elias, G.A. Finlayson, Lee Choon Guan, and J. Lornie. Its primary aim was to “enquire into the present 
shortage of housing accommodation” and propose “the best means of remedying the difficulties.”292 But 
they were unable to reach an agreement to set up an independent Improvement Trust, and during this 
time, India was irrevocably referenced. Some members of the Commission felt that would be a duplication 
of its role and in direct competition for funds, so a Trust Commission was set up in 1920 ad interim.  
From 1920, Captain Edwin Percy Richards, Deputy Chairman of the interim Improvement Trust 
(DCIT), led a small team of staff whose work was mainly drafting the Town Improvement and 
Development Ordinance, conducting land surveys across the island, as well as defining zoning and 
building regulations. During this time, he invited his friend and colleague Charles Reade, an active 
member of the Garden Cities and Town Planning Association who had created the Departments of Town 
Planning and Housing in Adelaide following the First National Australian Town Planning conference and 
Exhibition in that city, to lecture on the importance of a town planning body.293 Even more than Geddes, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
290 “Municipal Ideals: Notable Lecture by Mr Roland Braddell: Town Planning Analysed,” The Singapore Free Press, 
January 25, 1916, 10. 
 
291 The Singapore Free Press, January 29, 1916, 6. 
  
292 “Housing Commission,” The Straits Times, October 13, 1917, 8. 
 
293 See, “Town Planning Again,” The Singapore Free Press, June 28, 1921, 6; and “Town Planning for Singapore,” 
The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, June 30, 1921, 10. In Of Planting and Planning, Home 




Reade was an avid promoter of town planning. He cited Raffles’ plan for Singapore, based on a 
taxonomic segregation of races, and Colonel Light’s work in Adelaide as great inspiration for those who 
“labored overseas for the spread of Town Planning knowledge and practice.”294 Due in large part to the 
lack of funding and lack of rights to land acquisition, the extent of housing production during Richards’ 
tenure was limited to the implementation of small to moderate scale “improvement schemes” such as the 
building of emergency housing and the introduction of back lanes to the most congested areas in the 
“Chinese Town.”295  
The formal establishment of the SIT in 1927 reintroduced open space as a mechanism of density 
control at the scale of a General Improvement Plan. The setting up of the Trust was formalized with the 
passing of the Singapore Improvement Ordinance on July 1, 1927, which allowed the SIT to control the 
entire island apart from lands owned by the military. It was to be “furnished with the powers of equitable, 
up-to-date legislation – because this is the sine qua non for reformation of present evils and for the future 
healthy, orderly, prosperous growth of Singapore.”296 Open space was an active agent in SIT’s town 
improvement work. One of the most significant revisions was the empowering of the Trust in the planning 
and construction of back lanes through land acquisition. In a July 1927 article in the Singapore Free 
Press, appropriately titled “Reconditioning Singapore,” improvement, when applied to the city and to 
housing, was defined as all habitable rooms having access to light and air.297 The introduction of back 
lanes as the solution to slums dates back to the old Municipal Ordinance of 1913, and with this new 
Ordinance, the scope was increased. This single surgical act of driving an open space through a block of 
housing reduced the density of the block and at the same time necessitated the building of new housing 
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to accommodate those displaced. In many cases, the demolition of the houses was necessary to provide 
the back lane. Whereas Geddes meant for his proposals to be an alternative to a “destructive lane-
widening program,” the implementation of these improvement schemes was often not the result of 
systematic and diagnostic surveying, due to the lack of resources and trained manpower. The back-lane 
schemes quickly proved insufficient to deal with the population increase and housing demand in interwar 
Singapore. Nevertheless, these improvement schemes, including those implemented during the 
interregnum between Richards’ appointment as Deputy Chairman of the interim Improvement Trust (DCIT) 
in 1920 and the formal establishment of SIT in 1927 (for example, the block subdivisions in and around 
New Bridge Road, Hill Street and Stamford Road), indicated the Trust’s predilection for a low-density 
housing configuration whereby open space was a central component. (Figs. 2.07 and 2.08) 
 
Fig. 2.07 Simpson’s Plan of Proposed Improvements: An improvement plan showing the introduction of back lanes 






Fig. 2.08 Simpson’s Plan of Proposed Improvements for a block bounded by Queen Street, Middle Road, Victoria 
Street and Bras Basah Road, 1907.  
 
The introduction of open space, justified by diagnostic surveys (though it is unclear the extent of 
the actual surveys carried out prior to 1927), precipitated the building of housing estates by private 
enterprise and by the Trust. On every level, from the physical environment to everyday routines and 
behavior, the population – in particular the Chinese whose undesirable living conditions were singled out 
and illustrated in plates titled “Contrasts” – was adapting to the new spatial configurations. For those 
directly affected, open space in the form of a concrete-paved back lane that led to a green space in the 
Trust years already forced a more open domestic plan based on nuclear familial configurations. Such 
“reconditioning,” where open space (now under Trust ownership) was provided as a public “good” in 
exchange for that which had belonged to the private domestic realm, would intensify in the public housing 
estates built after the Second World War. By this time, there were two directions in housing provision that 
used the “garden city” as a selling point. One was the high-density public housing estate built by the 
housing authorities that paralleled and subsequently superseded – in their political and social ambition – 




estate offering the house as the dwelling-type. By the end of the first post-independence decade in 1975, 
all housing, public and private, was coalesced within the framework of the “garden city” as redefined by 
the incumbent government.298 In that regard, there was a shift from the low-density garden city layouts 
and synoptic planning of Geddes and Reade towards a more universal high-density Corbusian model in 
the 1930s. 
 
Open Space: Re-Conditioning the Public, 1936-1948 
Open space, as formulated and conveyed by the SIT as a modern design element, was 
synonymous with improvement. In 1927, while continental Europe was celebrating its architectural 
revolution at the Weissenhof housing exhibition, the SIT announced its plans to build “Model Housing.”299 
(Fig. 2.09) The Trust saw itself as taking the lead in slum clearance and modernizing the housing 
landscape by setting an example and building modern homes “for the public.” Two proposals were put 
forward: the first, 118 single-story semi-detached houses to be built on 11 acres of land at the junction of 
Lavender Street and Serangoon Road; the second, the leveling and filling of the 70 acres of land at Tiong 
Bahru for a suburban estate. The initial plans to include the building of both houses and flats were very 
quickly abandoned when it became evident that the SIT could not meet the economic pressures of 
building houses for the massive working- and lower-class populations. Instead it gave incentives to 
private developers to build “houses for the smallholder” while it focused on building “for the public.” These 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
298 As early as the 1930s, the idea of Singapore as a Garden City had already been planted in the public’s 
consciousness. See, for example, the aerial photograph of a part of downtown in “Untitled,” The Straits Times, 
October 6, 1934, 12. The caption reads, “From this angle Singapore looks like a garden city. Trees and plants and 
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Division, 1971). For the rationale behind the program, see Lee Kuan Yew, “Greening Singapore,” in From Third World 
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299 “The first example of building in Singapore by the authorities for the public – apart from the tenements erected by 
the Government in Cross Street several years ago – is about to be commenced by the Singapore Improvement Trust 
shortly on vacant land at the junction of Lavender Street and Serangoon Road. The open spaces which are such a 
welcome feature of the Improvement Trust lay-outs will also be provided.” “Model Housing: Interesting Scheme at 
Singapore. Improvement Trust Sets an Example,” The Straits Times, February 21, 1927, 8. See also, “Housing 
Problems. Lavender Street Scheme. Doing Away with the Shophouse,” The Singapore Free Press, November 19, 




included the Grove Estate in Katong by the Dunman family and Labrador Park in Pasir Panjang by the 
Singapore Land Development. Both were planned as garden city suburbs intended for “the moderately 
well-to-do person desirous of building himself a house” yet unable to “spare the comparatively larger 
sums […] to make the land fit for use.”300  
By 1929, it became evident that the housing undertaken by the Trust would need to 
accommodate a higher density – the “flat,” rather than the house, became the unequivocal type, the best 
definition of which was put forth by F.R.S. Yorke and Frederick Gibberd in their 1937 book The Modern 
Flat. In tracing the development of the flat plan, they write that it “developed as a compromise, necessary 
to enable a great number of people to be housed on a small but expensive ground, was not at first 
considered as a new and better type of home, that might revitalize the town and save the countryside, but 
as a substitute for the traditional house, flattened out on to one floor, so that a block of flats was treated 
as a stack of superimposed bungalows.”301 This notion would reflect the modern aesthetic that was 
beginning to find its way into the housing designs of the London County Council (LCC). The LCC was not 
the only reference, however, for that “modern tendency”; the “International Style” was also introduced to 
Singapore through various means especially via the reports on modern building and architecture 
developments taking place around the world.302 The SIT built both houses and flats between 1929 and 
1947. It developed single-story artisan housing at Balestier Road in 1928, where the open spaces were 
configured differently than those at Tiong Bahru. The housing was arranged by tree-lined quadrangles, 
each enclosed by eight to ten rowhouses. The SIT also built a “cottage housing” scheme at Race Course 
Road in 1941, and prefabricated houses in Whampoa Estate and Kim Keat Road in 1947.303 During this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
300 See for example, “Our Garden Suburb. Mr. Dunman’s Big Scheme. Houses for the Smallholder,” The Singapore 
Free Press, October 13, 1927, 9; and “Singapore Land Development. Opening Up of Pasir Panjang,” The Straits 
Times, January 16, 1929, 14. 
 
301 F.R.S. Yorke and Frederick Gibberd, The Modern Flat (London: The Architectural Press, 1937).  
 
302 In the 1920s and 1930s, The Straits Times was up-to-date in its reports on the architectural developments around 
the world, especially in Britain, continental Europe, and North America. See, for example, “Buildings of all Nations. 
Modern Tendency. Advancing Cause of Architecture,” The Straits Times, June 5, 1929, 16, and “Modern 
Architecture,” The Straits Times, September 9, 1930, 8. 
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time, the Tropics and the idea of the “tropical” dominated the architectural discourse and began to define 
every aspect of the housing process.304 
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Fig. 2.09 Modern model housing. Left: Site plan and aerial view of houses at the Weissenhofsiedlung Exhibition, 1927. 




The First Model Estate 
Conceived as a model estate, Tiong Bahru was the SIT’s first attempt at public housing provision. 
Its plan and architectural design were in line with the modern tendencies that had been identified in 
England, in particular the centrifugal movement of the population and the increasing desire for open 
spaces for recreation and sports activities.305 The 70 acres of land in Tiong Bahru that the SIT purchased 
in 1926 was planned for the building of a suburb since 1927, but it was not until 1936 that the first block of 
flats was ready for habitation.306 The August 1934 fire that destroyed the Chinese kampong in the area 
provided the additional impetus for the drawing up of an estate plan. For the first time, greenery was 
formalized as a public entity that was a part of mass rental housing, marking a move from the urban 
model of the shophouse and the tenement blocks built by the Trust towards a more open type of 
development. After completing the first prototypical block in 1936, the SIT published a plan of the main 
portion of the estate as its inaugural slum clearance housing estate scheme in The Straits Times in 
October 1937, announcing that it would be completed by the following year.307 The plan consisted of six 
blocks of three-story flats with ground floor shops enclosing a central grassed open space. The blocks of 
flats were flanked on both sides by strips of grass. (Fig. 2.10)  
  
Fig. 2.10 SIT’s first public housing. Left: First SIT block of ground floor shops and upper floor flats at Tiong Bahru, 
1936. “Improvement Trust Flats Occupied.” Right: Proposed plan of the main portion of Tiong Bahru estate with a 
central grassed open space.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
305 “The Health of the Nation. Building the Cities of the Future,” The Straits Times, December 9, 1929, 10.  
 
306 In actual physical distance from the city center, it was not exactly a suburb, as it was literally adjacent to 
Chinatown. But in its planning, it embodied all the attributes that defined a suburb. 
 




Open space was deployed as a modernizing agent, although the mechanisms of openness 
designed to restore health and moral wellbeing to the working class population were first and foremost 
consumed by those who could afford it. Though it was proffered as a response to the slum problem and 
an example of public housing for the working class, it ironically became a middle-class multi-racial suburb 
almost as soon as it was built. This was evidenced by the pre-war development which emphasized a 
considerably large block massing against an equally expansive open space. The amount of land allocated 
for open space was equivalent to almost half of the built-up area taken up by the three- to five-story 
blocks.  
Throughout the 1930s, the Singapore English press celebrated the development in Tiong Bahru, 
reporting the building of each new block and describing the functions of the open spaces while they were 
still in the planning stages. Take, for example, this 1937 announcement: “This splendid housing scheme, 
which is a valuable contribution to the campaign to rid Singapore of slums, compares favorably with any 
similar scheme in Great Britain. It enables a married man with children to live in modern comfort for a 
rental of less than $25 a month.”308 This was part of an announcement that Tiong Bahru would house 
1,000 by the end of the following year as well as the building of a large play area for children that would 
include play equipment, shrubs, and trees for shade. Shelters for children would also be incorporated into 
the design, and the blocks would have an undulating frontage that “will leave space for turfed plots on 
which shrubs will give privacy and reduce the noise of street traffic.” One particular block developed 
during the war remained a standalone prototype. Completed in 1940, the horseshoe residential block 
stepping from three to five stories incorporated basement air-raid shelters accessible from the central 
grassed open space. In an emergency, residents could hide out in the covered concrete playground 
under the blocks and the openings would be bricked up.309 Two other blocks enclosing the open space 
contained open ground floors, which marked a definitive departure from the shophouse model (ground 
floor shops with apartments above) to the raised block with through ground-floor access among the 
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309 “Bomb-proof Shelters for New Blocks of Flats. Accommodation For 5,000 Planned in Trust’s 1940 Programme,” 





blocks. Such open spaces were designated the function of orientation with children as the target users.310 
(Fig. 2.11) 
 
   
Fig. 2.11 SIT’s horseshoe block type. Left: An aerial view of Tiong Bahru Estate with the horseshoe block in the 
middle. Right: Entrance to the horseshoe block at Kim Pong Road from the northwest.  
 
Tiong Bahru became an exhibition estate in a literal sense after the British reoccupied the Colony 
in 1947. Both architecturally and in its planning, Tiong Bahru was the pride of the Trust, evidenced in the 
extensive descriptions and photographs of the estate in the inaugural SIT report.311 Balconies, deep 
horizontal eaves, corner ribbon windows, and external corridors that buffered the apartments from the 
harsh glare of the sun were presented as modern features. Rooftops were accessible and some were to 
be made into gardens. On the ground level, covered concrete play spaces, green open spaces, and cul-
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311 James Fraser took over the position of Manager after the sudden passing of Langdon Williams in 1941, and one of 






de-sacs were demonstrations of the Trust’s modern approach to planning.312 The contrast between the 
pre-war and post-war developments – in the typologies of the blocks and the configurations of open 
spaces – reveals the shifts in attitudes towards housing affected by the War, as well as the post-
occupation emphasis on town planning survey and research. The new post-war blocks were reduced in 
mass and streamlined for economy, and the open spaces were cut up into smaller plots.313 This 
densification occurred at the level of the estate in the spacing between the blocks, as well as in the 
increased number of flats per block. (Figs. 2.12 and 2.13)  
 
 
Fig. 2.12 Plan of Tiong Bahru published by SIT in 1949, showing the blocks completed before 1948 (black), the 
blocks under the 1948 program (grey), and those under the 1949 program (white).  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
312 James M. Fraser. The Work of the SIT, 1927-1947. See similar aspects in SIT annual reports of other years, such 
as SIT 1948, 1949, 1950. The “modern features” were annotated in the photos of Tiong Bahru. 
 
313 Refer to the plans in Fraser, “Tiong Bahru showing Pre-War & Post-War Development,” in The Work of the SIT, 
1927-1947, 20 (inset 2), and SIT 1948, 6 (inset 2). In the 1948 plan, the horseshoe block returned in a smaller 





Fig. 2.13 Plan of Tiong Bahru published by the SIT in 1951, showing all the completed blocks.  
 
The Open Space Plan 
1948 was an eventful year in the development of open space with the visitation of “town planning 
expert” Patrick Abercrombie as the guest-of-honor at the Town Planning & Housing Exhibition held at the 
British Council Centre from November 29 to December 11.314 The Exhibition, the first of such public 
events focused on housing, included the sale of government publications on housing and town planning, 
and the display of oil paintings and plans of old Singapore, proposed plans, and models. The model of the 
Tiong Bahru Estate was a highlight, and it was meant to provide the public with “a comprehensive idea of 
the past, present, and future situation of housing and town planning in Singapore.”315 The significance of 
open spaces to planning was repeatedly emphasized by Patrick Abercrombie in his speech at the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
314 Patrick Abercrombie had in the past year been involved in the town planning of other colonies such as Cyprus, 
Colombo, and Hong Kong by the invitation of their local authorities. 
 





Exhibition opening.316 He highlighted the four functions of town planning – housing, communications, work, 
and recreation – which also underlined the urban proposals of Le Corbusier and his colleagues at the 
Congrès International d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM). He stressed that open spaces such as small 
playgrounds should be “spaced at regular and frequent intervals and sized according to the number of 
children in the neighborhood.”317 Within this modern planning framework, a city of open spaces would be 
tantamount to a city of content citizens. But even more pertinent was the deployment open space, an 
important social service and means for social improvement, in “the fight against Communism.” The 
keynote address by Governor Franklin Gimson at the second Singapore Legislative Council meeting, 
which saw the submission of two documents (the Social Welfare Plan and the Housing Commission’s 
Report), set the context within which housing and open space was defined in the 1950s: “It is not only the 
fight against Communism that renders the improvement of social services important, for one must also 
recognize the fact that in these post-war years the public conscience is much alive to the necessity of 
improving the welfare of the masses.”318 Gimson also acknowledged that there was a strong public duty 
towards improvement in the aftermath of the War. 
 
Open Space: Persuading the Public, 1948-1959 
Internationally, Cold War exigencies were felt on the housing front. Planners, housing theorists, 
and practitioners took on the humanist mantle at home and in the territories, which were undergoing their 
final colonial years. For the colonized territories in the transitional decade – identified as such by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
316 He was, at this time, the most internationally acknowledged town planning expert, a status sealed by the 
publication of his voluminous Greater London Plan in 1944, following his 1943 County of London Plan. In 1948, he 
became the first president of the newly formed group the International Union of Architects, or the UIA (Union 
Internationale des Architectes). 
 
317 “Opening of Town Planning Display,” The Straits Times, November 30, 1948, 4. See also, “Abercrombie Coming 
to Singapore,” The Straits Times, November 23, 1948, 7. Abercrombie engaged in unofficial discussion with 
representatives from the three authorities responsible for the Colony’s housing programs – the Legislative Council, 
the Municipal Commission, and the SIT. The criteria for allocation of open spaces were taken from his earlier 
proposal for a fourteen-component Park System (or Open Space System) for Greater London, which outlined the 
children’s playground as the smallest unit (for those under 10 years of age: spaced a quarter mile apart) and “the 
outer circumambient country of normal farmland” the largest. See Patrick Abercrombie, Greater London Plan 1944: A 
Report Prepared on Behalf of the Standing Conference on London Regional Planning by Professor Abercrombie at 
the Request of the Minister of Town and Country Planning (London: HMSO, 1945), 103. 
 





historians and politicians alike – the humanist approach signified attempts to rectify the brutality of 
modernism, in its associations with extreme socialism. These were indeed the last efforts to leave a 
glorious and lasting legacy of the Empire. One particular figure whose ideas gained renewed interest was 
Patrick Geddes (1854-1932). His work in India and his advocacy for a synthetic approach towards city 
planning were introduced to the post-war generation of architects and planners by British landscape 
designer and planner Jaqueline Tyrwhitt (1905-83), who edited Patrick Geddes in India in 1947, as well 
as the British architects Alison Smithson (1928-93) and Peter Smithson (1923-2003) who updated 
Geddes’ 1909 “Diagram of the Valley Section” for Team 10’s “Doorn Manifesto” of 1954.319 To the 
younger generation of architects who felt that the ideas for the city produced by the older generation were 
inadequate responses to the urban problems compounded by the War, the appeal of the eccentric 
Geddes lay precisely in his humanistic approach to city planning, albeit with paternalistic overtones. Team 
10 embraced his invocations of the mythical and spiritual aspects of the city, those that went beyond a 
functionalist brand of modernism.320 Geddes’ spatio-temporal conception of the city as a continuum and 
an expansive organism necessitated the “unification of idealistic feeling and of constructive thought with 
practical endeavor, of civic ethics and group psychology with art, yet with economics,” and anticipated the 
formation of the international and interdisciplinary collaborations of the 1950s.  
Perhaps a parallel could be drawn between the SIT’s pre-war work on back lanes and the 
Geddesian notion of the city, for example in the rejection of large-scale urban renewal and slum 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
319 After joining the British MARS group in 1941, Tyrwhitt became an influential figure in the British architecture and 
planning scene in the following two decades. She identified Geddes as the most important formative influence on her 
life. Her approach to training architects during World War II for post-war reconstruction and development work 
focused upon four aspects of planning, all of which derived from her Geddesian perspective: “the need for the activity 
to be interdisciplinary, the use of the region as a planning unit, the necessity of a holistic approach, and the 
importance of economic and social factors.” Her involvement with CIAM intensified after meeting Giedion in 1947, 
and she became his translator and editor, playing a central role in CIAM after the Bridgewater meeting and co-editing 
the CIAM 8 publication, The Heart of the City: Towards the Humanization of Urban Life, with Josep Luis Sert and 
Ernesto Rogers. In many respects, Tyrwhitt’s post-war research and educational efforts were responses to Geddes’ 
call for the rise of the neotechnic. She was instrumental in introducing Geddes’ theories to a wider international 
audience after his death in 1932; two years after publishing Patrick Geddes in India, she wrote the introduction for a 
revised edition of Geddes’ seminal Cities in Evolution in 1949, ix-xxviii.  
 
320 Geddes’ theories were often complex and inter-disciplinary as he sought to synthesize various phenomena, 
natural and constructed, within a larger framework to understand the underlying mechanisms of social processes. As 
such, his theories could not be extrapolated into a single coherent image for the city. Also, he saw the slum “not 
simply as something to be wiped out in the name of hygiene, but as a living part of the living city, with an intelligible 
past and a future which must be rendered intelligible in relation to the whole.” John Summerson, “Urban Form,” in 
The Historian and the City, ed. Oscar Handlin and John Burchard (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press & Harvard University 





clearance for a more acupunctural and reconstructive approach. But from 1947, the Cold War imagination 
accelerated slum removal and housing towards greater land acquisition by the colonial government as 
public property, though it wasn’t until 1960 that total land acquisition seemed within reach by the new 
government. While the Allied West was moving away from any socialist attachments to housing for fear of 
the communist association, preparations were underway in Singapore for a housing authority which would 
carry out an island-wide public housing program.321 James Fraser, in his introduction to the 1950 SIT 
report, made an appeal for more financial aid to be directed towards the Trust’s housing work. “The cold 
winds of financial stringency are beginning to make themselves felt,” he wrote, “yet there has never been 
so much money in the Colony. With rubber and tin fetching the highest prices ever, money is flowing fast, 
and yet the mass of the population is living in filthy slums. It is a crazy situation and reflects the craziness 
of the world around us.”322  
Amidst the post-War and Cold War climate of anxiety, Abercrombie’s expert suggestions for a 
comprehensive diagnostic survey and master plan, reiterated by George Lionel Pepler and the members 
of the United Nations Tropical Housing Commission led by Jacob Crane during their two-week visit to 
Malaya from December 1950 to January 1951, gave the local authorities added impetus to launch their 
island-wide housing program.323 Pepler and his wife arrived in Singapore on December 11, 1950 on a 
three-year appointment as Town Planning Consultant to the Colony to make his own initial survey. 
Immediately after the war, he focused on post-war housing and reconstruction, and was responsible for 
preparing the Town and Country Planning Act of 1947, which made planning an integral role of 
government and enshrined the concept of the “green belt.”324 Besides echoing Abercrombie’s appeal for a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
321 The 1955 Land Acquisition Bill, also known as the “total freeze” Bill was an attempt to control property speculation 
and to for the development of the Master Plan. “The House Freeze,” The Straits Times, August 17, 1955, 6. Manuel 
Castells identifies the paradox of urban policy as the “Shek Kip Mei syndrome,” where the two market economies – 
namely Singapore and Hong Kong – with the highest rates of economic growth since the 1960s are also those with 
the largest public housing programs in the capitalist world, in terms of the proportion of the population directly housed 
by the government. Manuel Castells, L. Goh, and R.Y.-W. Kwok, The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic 
Development and Public Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore (London: Pion, 1990). 
322 James M. Fraser, “It’s A Crazy World,” The Straits Times, July 31, 1951, 6. 
323 Crane was then the Assistant Administrator of the US Housing and Home Finance Agency at Washington. 
 
324 Pepler was instrumental in founding the Town Planning Institute in 1913 and taking on advisory roles at various 





diagnostic survey and the need for planning experts not just from England but locally, for their knowledge 
of the immediate conditions, the most significant element that Pepler recommended for Singapore was 
the “green belt.” Tasked with carrying out a diagnostic survey and drawing up a master plan, he 
emphasized the needs of planned development in his address at the opening of the ten-day “Homes of 
Singapore” Exhibition presented by the SIT on January 6, 1951.325 According to him, the “green belt” was 
to be the central element in the master plan for Singapore. (Figs. 2.14 and 2.15) 
 
 
Fig. 2.14 Singapore before and after the Master Plan. Map of Singapore, 1947. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
325 Besides the Peplers and the four members of the UN Mission – Jacob Crane, R.J. Gardner-Medwin, A. Kayanan 
and J. Thysse – the Trust reported on the publicity garnered by the Exhibition: “Administrators, Architects, 
Sociologists, Planners, Journalists, Engineers and Manufacturers were amongst the other visitors who were shown 
round the work of the Trust. […] Hardly a week passes without some visitor from overseas asking to be shown round 
the work of the Trust, and it has been necessary to set out a standard tour of the Housing Estates which seem to be 
of particular interest to most of them.” J.M. Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1950 (Singapore: Authority of the SIT, 1951), 
10. The exhibition, organized in part because of the interest that Pepler and the UN contingent aroused amongst the 
local public bodies, presented the SIT housing estates and typologies to an international audience. It was meant to 
generate more interest among the people to support Pepler and his team in the survey and preparation of the Master 
Plan. To that degree, by the mid-1950s, the work of the SIT had become an exemplary model for other colonies (and 
countries) confronting the issues of “low-cost housing in the tropics.” Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, Town Planning Consultant 
with the Technical Assistance Section of the UN (1953-1954) and organizer of the “Low-cost Housing Exhibition” in 
Delhi (1954), was so impressed with the SIT flats during her visit in September 1953 that she attempted to erect one 






Fig. 2.15 Singapore after the Master Plan. Master Plan for Singapore prepared by the team led by Planning Adviser 
D.H. Komlosy showing expansion and decentralization of urban areas, 1955. 
 
The first phase of the post-war program for the Tiong Bahru estate was completed in late 1952. 
While the estate and its flats continued to garner much public interest, new estates reflecting the 
suggestions made by the expert visitors gained attention at the Exhibition. Of note is the Princess 
Elizabeth Park Estate, built from the leftover funds after the 1947 celebration of the marriage between 
Princess Elizabeth and the Duke of Edinburgh, and constructed in two phases.326 The Estate held a 
special status, for its realization would be a demonstration of royal philanthropy. David Cannadine’s 
analysis of “every great royal occasion as an imperial occasion” and “a family festival for the British 
Empire” found concrete form in the Estate.327 But it was the Princess Margaret Estate (shortened to the 
Princess Estate in 1954) named after Queen Elizabeth II’s younger sister and conceived as the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
326 The public announcement for the building of 200 flats in Princess Estate with the $1,000,000 fund raised by the 
Princess Elizabeth Wedding Celebrations Committee was made on in late-May, 1948 and the Trust took charge of 
the administration of the Estate by 1949. “Princess Estate of 200 Flats,” The Straits Times, May 26, 1948, 6. J.M. 
Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1950 (Singapore: Authority of the SIT, 1949), 5-9. 
 
327 David Cannadine, “The Context, Performance and Meaning of Ritual: The British Monarchy and the ‘Invention of 
Tradition’, c. 1982-1977,” in The Invention of Tradition, edited Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: 





residential nucleus of the new suburb of Queenstown that provided the occasion to showcase new high-
rise types set amidst a system of rehabilitative open spaces within the context of a comprehensive 
development plan.328 (Fig. 2.16) 
 
 
Fig. 2.16 The Princess Estates. Top: Plan of Princess Elizabeth Park Estate showing blocks of flats arranged around 
a large, open quadrangle, Singapore, 1949. Bottom: Plan of Neighborhood I (Princess Margaret Estate) showing 
clusters of eight to ten linear blocks arranged on a large green field or enclosing a green open space, Queenstown, 
Singapore, 1954.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
328 During this time, the SIT also discovered the economy of a new construction technique for building simple flats of 
precast, lightweight hollow concrete blocks and an integral reinforced concrete frame, which allowed for design 
experiments with the high-rise type. Development in the design of the flats and in construction and materials was also 





From Model Estate to New Town 
The Princess Estate was the other SIT model estate.329 There were two new architectural 
occurrences in the Princess Estate that departed from the Tiong Bahru model, namely the appearance of 
the high-rise typology, and the increased specificity in the functions of the open spaces. Immediately 
following this plan were the Kampong Silat Estate and Alexandra Scheme, which displayed a similar 
hierarchy of open spaces with a central green quadrangle for sports and smaller open spaces more or 
less evenly distributed throughout the estate. (Fig. 2.17) These plans reflected the impact of 
Abercrombie’s Open Space system at the estate level in that the designated open spaces anticipated 
future uses, such as parks, schools, and community centers. Plans for other estates in the early 1950s 
also reflected the preliminary conclusions drawn from the ongoing Diagnostic Survey supervised by 
Pepler, which commenced in January 1952 and led to the publication of the 1955 Master Plan. “The 
preservation of a ‘green belt’ of open space around the City, with ‘wedges’ of open space intruding 
towards its heart” was one of the most explicit proposals in terms of development control.330 Housing was 
among the foremost considerations as it placed the greatest demand on the land. Health and education, 
deemed as the two most important community services after the provision of housing, was matched in 
importance by “shopping.”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
329 Development control refers specifically to state regulation of land use and new building. Under the SIT plan, 
Queenstown was to contain five neighborhoods though only the Princess Estate (Neighborhood One) was completed 
by the team at SIT in 1956 before its dissolution in 1959. Duchess Estate (Neighborhood Two) was completed by the 
HDB in 1967 by which time the HDB had already re-planned the town and increased the number of neighborhoods to 
7. Under the HDB, the construction speed was hastened and five other estates - Commonwealth Estate 
(Neighborhoods III), Tanglin Halt Estate (Neighborhood IV), Queen’s Close (Neighborhood V), Mei Ling Estate 
(Neighborhood VI) and Buona Vista (Neighborhood VII) – were built within ten years. 
 





   
Fig. 2.17 Quadrangles of open spaces in the housing estates. Left: Alexander Road Housing Scheme, Singapore, 
1951. Right: Havelock Road Scheme, Singapore, 1951.  
 
The dual-function of the “green belt” was outlined in the Master Plan. It was meant to “keep the 
land open for recreation, agricultural, or sylvan use on public open spaces,” and at the same time control 
building development, to contain the “urban kampongs” that had sprung up in the Central area and its 
immediate periphery after the War. The “green belt” was put in place by 1958 to contain the “black belt” 
on the urban periphery, which as Loh Kah Seng points out in his 2007 study of kampong dwellers in post-
war Singapore was the “dangerously enlarging ‘margin’ where official control was weakest.”331 Loh 
succeeds in furthering Chua’s earlier sociological study on the nostalgia for kampong life in the new urban 
and housing environment, pointing out that the official line and common view among government bodies 
was that “the problems of post-war Singapore were fundamentally social.” Such a belief was embodied in 
the newly formed Department of Social Welfare from October 1946, and in the 1947 Housing Committee 
Report, which identified the unwieldy expansion of unauthorized housing as a disease of “Gigantism” that 
needed to be dealt with by a Master Development Plan.332 The conclusions drawn from the social and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
331 See Loh Kah Seng, “Dangerous Migrants: The Representations and Relocation of Urban Kampong Dwellers in 
Postwar Singapore,” Asia Research Centre Working paper No. 140 (February 2007) (this paper has since been 
expanded in Loh’s new book); and Chua Beng-Huat, “That Imagined Space: Nostalgia for Kampong in Singapore,” 
Working Papers (Singapore: Dept. of Sociology, National University of Singapore, 1994).  
 
332 Singapore, Report of the Housing Committee, 11. In the 1950s, the social research conducted within the 
Department of Social Welfare led by Dr Goh Keng Swee was designed to survey the conditions, needs and 
expectations of the majority Chinese population, most of whom were working class. These range from surveys on 
illnesses and “the cost of ill-health” (how illness hits the pockets of Singapore people) to ascertain the need for a 
medical benefit scheme (extensive surveys began in 1951) to surveys aimed at determining the needs of the people 
living in rural districts and surveys of living costs of working-class families (defined by monthly family income of less 




housing research affected the ongoing designs and building in Queenstown in that the designated public 
spaces, which had initially been a void waiting to be programmed in the future, were now spaces for 
communal “social amenities.”  
 
From Soccer Fields to Shopping Centers 
Sports and recreation was intended to be the central communal activity in the Princess Estate, as 
the playing field, fulfilling moral and social obligations, was clearly the central space in the early plans.333 
It was aimed at preventing delinquency by getting the boys off the streets to a space where they could be 
watched. It was also training ground for the unfit bodies of the inhabitants who had previously lived in 
congested urban kampong conditions. By the mid-1950s, the enlarged plans showed a system of open 
spaces that included sports fields, badminton and basketball courts, and swimming pools at the periphery, 
and educational facilities such as schools and playgrounds (as well as parking areas for cars) equally 
distributed throughout the Estate; the central areas were reconsolidated for commercial purposes. 
Despite the original intentions, the shopping center thus became the central space, and marketing the 
dominant activity; shopping displaced recreation as green space was paved for pedestrians and parking 
areas for automobiles. (Figs. 2.18 and 2.19)  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Tell of Living Costs,” The Straits Times, January 18, 1954, 7; Francis Wong, “One in Four Cannot Afford the Bare 
Necessities,” The Straits Times, February 2, 1956, 8; and “Workers Are Willing but 25% Live Under the Poverty Line,” 
The Straits Times, February 15, 1956, 6.  





   
Fig. 2.18 The shopping center in the housing estate. Victor Gruen, Southdale Shopping Center, Edina, Minnesota, 




Fig. 2.19 The shopping center in the housing estate. Top: Aerial view of two-story shopping center surrounded by 
seven- to ten-story blocks of flats in the Princess Estate, Singapore, 1956. Bottom: Panoramic view of shopping 
center consisting of market and shops in Neighborhood III, Queenstown, Singapore, c.1964. 
 
The shift towards planned communitarian living by way of a comprehensive social reform 
centered on housing is also evidenced in the emergence of community centers in housing estates during 




who sought local self-government and saw the community as a base “for the provision of social amenities 
for the residents, and the furtherance of the cultural, moral, physical and educational aspirations in order 
that they may be useful and responsible residents of this Colony.”334 This focus on a social-cum-
commercial suburban center – as a real space for an “imagined community” – paralleled the argument of 
Austrian émigré Victor Gruen in the early 1950s, in the re-centering of a sprawling community of 
individuals: the suburban shopping center was a consumerist utopia where “free individuals” (Cold War 
mediaspeak) would shop with gusto.335 Instead of a “privatopia,” the community center anticipated a full-
fledged public housing program based on socialist principles.336  
Built during the years when socialist tendencies among the expat officers of the authorities were 
shared by a small but growing young, “elite” intelligentsia, the Princess Estate was a test site for public 
housing in the International Style aesthetic that the SIT architects had been refining since the late 1920s. 
The social experiments in the Estate were publicized in the SIT Annual Report 1955, which presented the 
latest plan of the Princess Estate – an axonometric bird’s-eye view showing a generous amount of open 
green space, a one-to-one building and ground relationship, and a finer degree of programming in the 
open spaces for sports, as well as more school grounds, churches, shops, and markets than the earlier 
and smaller estates. This was followed by photographs of the various newly built housing types, including 
“blocks of flats grouped around an open space,” as well as photographs of the tallest block, the Forfar 
House, under construction. The community-focused provisions such as the market, children’s playground, 
school, shopping center, and even a seedling nursery for all the Trust’s estates, concluded this illustrated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
334 See “Suburb Plans Own Community Hall,” The Straits Times, September 12, 1948, 3; “10,000 plan Self-
Government in Tiong Bahru,” The Straits Times, August 10, 1948, 5; and “Tiong Bahru planned for Local Self-
Government,” The Straits Times, August 11, 1948, 8. The first community centers in Britain were built in the LCC 
estates in the early 1930s. 
 
335 “Cityscape and Landscape,” Arts and Architecture (September 1955): 18-19, 36-37. Originally presented as a 
lecture at the International Conference of Design in Aspen, Colorado. Gruen, who had studied under Peter Behrens, 
was amongst the first to see shopping as an activity that would ameliorate the suburban lifestyle decried in the 1950s 
by commentators (in journals like the Architectural Review) who criticized the aesthetic banality of “autopia” or 
“motopia.” From the early 1950s, his office produced a series of shopping centers that, as aptly put by the editors of 
Architecture Culture, “effectively transformed the Crystal Palace prototype into a multilevel hangar of Miesian 
modularity set afloat in an ocean of car parking.” Architecture Culture 1943-1968, ed. Joan Ockman and Ed Eigen 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1993), 193. 
 
336 Speaking as the newly formed People’s Action Party candidate for the 1959 general elections to Nanyang 
University students, Goh Keng Swee described what was needed to build a new Malayan nation. Later, in his lecture 
at the University of Malaya, he argued for an Asian socialism that combined democratic government and the 
governing of a county by a ruling elite. “Three generations must work to build new Malayan nation – Goh,” The Straits 




list. Also included was a spread depicting the the interior of the flat, one showing housewives cooking in 
their “modern kitchens” equipped with electricity and gas, and another showing an Indian “Lady Housing 
Visitor explaining tenancy conditions to a new tenant on handing over a flat.” Outside the flat window was 
a tract of clear land, and in the background a line of coconut palms dotted with kampong huts peaking 
from amongst them were waiting their turn for clearance.337 (Fig. 2.20) 
 
  
Fig. 2.20 Measures taken to build a sense of community among Trust estate residents. Left: “A Lady Housing Visitor 
explaining tenancy conditions to a new tenant on handing over a flat at Princess Estate, Queenstown.” Right: 
Seedlings being prepared in the SIT nursery for transplant on Trust Estates; Children’s playground at Princess Estate, 
Queenstown.  
 
As a member of the London County Council, Lady Pepler often overshadowed her husband in 
advocating for domestic reform, particularly in her push for the Trust to provide housing that would meet 
the needs of the citizens. She said in an interview with The Straits Times that ideally there would probably 
be one-third flats to two-thirds houses. “The main point was to have enough open space for people to 
move around in. […] In England most people want a cottage with a garden, but it was necessary to find 
what they wanted here. A city should be planned in accordance with its citizens’ needs, as well as its 
technical requisites.”338 In addition to an island-wide diagnostic survey, she advocated for housing surveys 
to find out the desired needs of the citizens. During her three-year stay in the Colony, she lectured on the 
importance of feeling a sense of home in town planning and the role of women in housing. She was also 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
337 Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1955, 35 (xiv).  
338 “Women Can Help to Plan Houses,” The Straits Times, December 29, 1950, 7. Lady Pepler’s words were to be 
echoed by yet another foreign visitor, Aldo van Eyck, in 1963. See the epilogue for more details of van Eyck’s 
influence in Singapore. Pepler and van Eyck’s advocacy for household management anticipated the efforts of the 




involved in the introduction of Lady Housing Visitors to assist the Estates officers in the SIT Division of 
Housing Management. The role of the Lady Housing Visitor was to help enforce the regulations with 
regards to keeping the premises clean and tidy and unauthorized occupation by persons not in the 
tenant’s family, and “generally to give help to the new flat residents with help and advice on the principles 
of good living.”339 Each supervised up to 1,200 tenancies, and their primary role was to interpret the 
meaning of the Tenancy Regulations to the individual tenants and, so it was not surprising that many of 
them were Indian ladies proficient in both English and the local Chinese dialects.340 Meanwhile, a number 
of household surveys were conducted by the Department of Social Welfare, which informed them of the 
ongoing planning and design of the housing estates. In the same Straits Times interview, published with 
the title “Women Can Help to Plan Houses,” Lady Pepler conceded that there was not enough up-to-date 
information on tropical housing, and suggested that the British Housing Centre undertake such a study. 
To that degree, this task was taken up by British architects Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew, and Jaqueline 
Tyrwhitt, all of whom were at the forefront of post-war development and the discourse on low-cost tropical 
housing.  
In post-war discourse “the tropics” was synonymous with “the developing countries.” This 
discourse fed the “Cold War Consensus,” which was reinforced by the setting up of the Tropical Housing 
Commission within the United Nations, especially through the work of planner Otto Koenigsberger (1908-
99) and his affiliations with the University College of London (UCL) and the Architectural Association (AA), 
which were the twin centers for the study on tropical architecture and building from 1953. Koenigsberger, 
former Chief Architect to the Indian State of Mysore and Director of Housing of the first independent 
Government of India, established the Department of Tropical Studies at the AA London in 1954 after the 
Conference on Tropical Architecture held at the UCL in March 1953.341 The Conference concluded with 
the call for a training program to address the issues of architecture and planning in the tropical developing 
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340 Ibid., 22-3. See also, The Work of the SIT 1955, 35 (xiv). 
 
341 Conference on Tropical Architecture 1953: A Report of the Proceedings of the Conference Held at University 
College, London, March, 1953 (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1953). See also “Tropical Architecture, 
Conference at University College London,” The Builder 184 (April 10, 1953): 558-60; and Derek Plumstead, “Report 
of the conference on Tropical Architecture held at University College, London, March 23-27, 1953,” The Builder 184 





countries of the south. The AA responded with the setting up of the Department and launched a six-
month postgraduate course in tropical architecture led by Maxwell Fry. In 1957, Koenigsberger took over 
the course and further developed a curriculum that emphasized the importance of the physical and social 
conditions in tropical countries.342 Over the course of the next decade, the course attracted architects and 
planners from throughout the developing countries, as well as British professionals working in the 
Commonwealth, developing and changing in response to the rapidly changing scene in those territories. 
Technical training was replaced by the education of policy makers, and the name was changed to 
Development and Tropical Studies in 1968.343 In addition, the Architectural Association Journal (AAJ) 
published the papers presented at the Conference and served as a platform for knowledge exchange and 
reports on work in the Tropics. In his paper “British Architects in the Tropics,” AAJ honorary editor G. 
Anthony Atkinson, who was then Colonial Liaison Officer of the BRS, points out that in colonies like 
Nairobi, Singapore, and Hong Kong, most building was designed in the offices of architects who had 
made those places their home. He pointed out that much of the work was experimental, as these 
expatriate architects had to develop new solutions and introduce new building methods.344  
In 1955 at the Harvard Graduate School of Design, Tyrwhitt and her colleague the Greek 
architect-planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis (1914-75) established the Tropical Housing and Planning 
Monthly Bulletin to serve two purposes: a monthly bulletin for Doxiadis’ staff stationed in forty different 
locations in the Middle-East as a result of a five-year National Housing Plan awarded by the new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
342 With recent renewed interest in green issues and sustainability, there has been much scholarship that attempts to 
trace the development of the idea of Tropical Architecture. See, for example, Vandana Baweja, “A Pre-History of 
Green Architecture: Otto Koenigsberger and Tropical Architecture, from Princely Mysore to Post-Colonial London” 
(Phd diss., University of Michigan, 2008); Chang Jiat-Hwee, “A Genealogy of Tropical Architecture: Singapore in the 
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The Tropical Architecture Movement in West Africa, 1948–1970,” Habitat International 30, no. 3 (September 2006): 
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343 In 1971 the Department moved from the AA to UCL, changing its name to The Development Planning Unit (DPU), 
and Koenigsberger became the first University of London Professor of Urban Development. See Patrick Wakely, “The 
Development of a School,” Habitat International 7, no. 5/6 (1983); and “The Bartlett Development Planning Unit,” UCL, 
accessed March 17, 2013, https://www.bartlett.ucl.ac.uk/dpu/about-us/history. 
 
344 See G. Anthony Atkinson, “British Architects in the Tropics,” AAJ (June 1953): 7-21; and J. McKay Spence, “The 





Government of Iraq; and for UN housing and planning experts working in the developing countries.345 This 
Bulletin would later become the influential journal Ekistics. If Koenigsberger put the Tropics into the 
architectural curriculum, and Ekistics put knowledge of the Tropics into the agenda for professional 
expertise, then, the British architects Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew popularized Tropical Architecture as a 
theory and design method. This was a period where architects advancing the dictum of modernism 
gained or sought commissions in the tropical territories, some of which were new nations, and 
participated in one way or another in the tropical housing discourse, such as Le Corbusier’s further 
elaborations on the bris-soleil and the formal expressions of cross-ventilation in India. These 
experimentations were also visually evident in his Unite d’Habitation at Marseilles and the Durand Unite 
blocks in Algiers in the 1930s, as well as in Jean Prouve’s 1946 pre-fabricated Tropical House, and Fry 
and Drew’s housing project in the city of Chandigarh. For these tropical “experts,” one of their self-
appointed tasks was the need to educate the local population.346  
The ongoing discourses on the international front vis-à-vis the United Nations fed the building and 
development work in the tropical countries. In local and regional media, Singapore was often presented 
as a successful social experiment, especially in comparison to its neighbors in the region, and a 
forerunner in the development of public housing. The SIT was heralded as “the most outstanding example 
of town planning in the Colonies” in official reports, the British trade journal the Builder (typically in the 
section, “Overseas Building”), and the Hong Kong Builder, where its work and projects were regularly 
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compares and contrasts Geddes’ diagrams with the grids of Doxiadis. She was the editor from its initial issue in 
October 1955 to June 1969. For more on Tyrwhitt’s role in these post-war groups, see Eric Mumford, The CIAM 
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346 Kenneth Cross, in his address as incoming President of RIBA to architects of Malaya in Singapore, highlighted 
that there were RIBA associates or affiliated organizations in every Dominion or Crown Colony of the Commonwealth. 
“Architects of Malaya,” The Builder 191, no. 5949 (April 5, 1957): 628. Earlier, Atkinson, in the conclusion to his essay 
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featured in the “Singapore and Federation of Malayan section” between 1949 and 1953.347 Tyrwhitt visited 
Singapore in September 1953 to survey the low-cost houses built by the SIT, and she was reportedly so 
impressed with what she saw as “a good example of decent houses within the range of lower-paid 
people” that she arranged for one of them to be erected in New Delhi for the low-cost housing exhibition 
that she organized.348  
 
Private Garden-City Suburbs 
In addition to the colonial government’s focus on low-cost housing, the 1950s saw the momentary 
divergence in the house-and-garden idea in public and private housing. In the former, there appeared to 
be a formalization of open space according to which what used to be left empty or simply labeled “open 
space” was given more specific social functions. In the latter, there was an adaptation of the English 
picturesque tradition in the “garden city estates” built by housing societies, cooperatives, and companies 
such as the Serangoon Garden Estate Ltd., the Sennett Realty Co. Ltd. and Secon Ltd., all of which were 
incorporated after the War. These estates were designed to contain low-cost housing affordable for the 
middle class. Instead of Howard’s original notion of the municipal, collective ownership of developed land, 
these private estates contained houses built on subdivided land lots, which were sold to individual owners 
– “the ‘small man’ who wanted a home but was often unable to put down more than a third of its cost.”349 
Like William Levitt’s mass-produced suburbs in New York and Philadelphia, Cedric William Arthur 
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Sennett’s estate was planned in 1950 as a community complete with a cinema, a school, shops, and a 
large park for children.350 It was the first time individual homeowners, employees with the backing of their 
companies, could get a loan from the Colonial Development Corporation (CDC).  
According to Sennett, the estate was “not a speculative building program” but a planned 
“neighborhood unit.”351 The Sennett Estate, occupying a land area of 155 acres, was planned for a 
population of 10,000 and designed to contain 150 single-story bungalows, 400 two-story semi-detached 
bungalows, 600 terrace houses and 250 shops. Swan and Maclaren, the oldest architectural and 
engineering firm in the colony dating back to 1892, was hired to design the master plan and provide a 
variety of house types to provide a range of options for the middle-class. The central park was 
circumscribed by bungalows, followed by semi-detached bungalows, with the outermost ring comprising 
17 blocks of terrace houses fronting Serangoon Road, and Siang Kuan and Kee Choe Avenues. Blocks 
of shophouses were located on the southwest corner, in the commercial section of the estate. In this 
regard, the central park was an extension of the gardens of the bungalows, which housed the higher 
class amongst the estate’s community; this was a far cry from its pre-war character, where it was a public 
attraction with hills and a man-made lake for boating and fishing for those living in the eastern part of the 
town.  
The Sennett Estate was an exception because of the contentious nature of the park as a public 
amenity lodged within a private estate. (Figs. 2.21 - 2.24) Built in the same post-war period, other estates 
such as the Frankel Estate, the Braddell Heights Estate, and the Serangoon Garden Estate similarly 
contained commercial shopping centers. Serangoon Garden Estate, which was closest to the garden city 
suburbs in Britain in its planning – with its cul-de-sacs, circuses, “traffic roundabouts,” and tree-lined 
streets – was the largest of them. Planned to provide 2,400 houses on a land area almost five times the 
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size of the Sennett Estate, its commercial center was laid out around an open space – a large landscaped 
traffic roundabout – and designed for easy access by the automobile-owning middle class. Like the rest of 
the roundabouts in the estate, this open space was not meant to be occupied, but to serve the purpose of 
beautification. With the completion of a market, a cinema, three schools, a library, two churches, a Sports 
Club, and community center by the late 1950s, the company’s plan for a self-contained community was 
realized.352 (Fig. 2.25) 
In these private estates, open space, as children’s parks and landscaped grounds for adults, 
propagated a middle-class domesticity that embodied the idyllic and leisurely lifestyle amidst a 
picturesque landscape of the colonial bungalow. To that degree, parallels can be drawn between the 
building of these private housing estates and the post-war reconstruction of national identity in Britain 
whereby the nostalgia for a rural Britain was inculcated by, among other things, wartime publications such 
as Tom Stephenson’s Romantic Britain: The National Heritage of Beauty, History and Legend of 1946, 
and Thomas Burke’s English Inns of 1943. Throughout the 1950s, most British architects and planners 
responded by recovering the lost beauty of the English village through new principles and standards, as 
seen in J.L. Berbiers’ “The Residential Cul-de-Sac,”353 in Lionel Brett’s anti-“Subtopia” proposals for 
“Building in the English Landscape.”354 More famously, when he was a writer planning policies for the 
Architectural Review, Gordon Cullen made a case for village-style planning, which eventually led to his 
1961 book The Concise Townscape. This influential book was to become the unofficial handbook for the 
generation of planners after the War. Indeed, in 1950s Singapore, the “English cottage with a garden” 
ideal was widely perpetuated by housing cooperatives and private developers under the auspices of the 
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SIT, since total public property ownership could not be achieved until the establishment of a public 
housing authority and an urban renewal program.355  
 
Fig. 2.21 The Sennett Estate. Singapore. Partial plan by Swan & Maclaren for the Sennett Realty Co. Ltd., showing 
the large park in the west (top right corner), 1951.  
    
Fig. 2.22 The Sennett Estate: G-type bungalow with three bedrooms, servants’ quarters and a garage by Swan and 
Maclaren – plan and watercolor rendering, c.1953.  
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Fig. 2.23 The Sennett Estate: D-type semi-detached bungalow with two bedrooms, servants’ quarters and a garage 
by Swan and Maclaren – plan and photograph, c.1953.  
 
   
 
Fig. 2.24 The Sennett Estate: F-type two-story terrace houses by Swan and Maclaren – elevation, photograph, 






Fig. 2.25 The Serangoon Garden Estate, Singapore. Top: Site plan, 1951. Bottom: Photograph showing newly 




Open Space: Containing the Public, 1960-1971 
In the years up till the mid-1960s, the approach towards housing taken by the incumbent housing 
authority (the SIT) was that of emergency building though the “house-and-garden” schema. This low-
density mode of development continued as private residential development even after the formation of the 
Housing Development Board (HDB). The political transitions in the late 1950s saw the end of the SIT, and 
its overtly ‘colonial’ trajectory was halted, or rather re-directed towards a more international and inter-
disciplinary platform.356 With the formal establishment of the HDB in 1960, an inseparable relationship 
between politics and housing was forged.357 And with the introduction of the Home Ownership for the 
People Scheme (HOS) in 1964, owning a flat was the most direct means of becoming a stake-holder in 
this soon-to-be new nation.358 The establishment of the Urban Renewal department within the Board the 
same year ensured that more of the populace would be subsumed under this government schema. As 
Chua Beng-Huat points out in his overview of the public housing program, the government had entrusted 
the HDB to take up “the tasks of land acquisition, resettlement, town planning, architectural design, 
engineering work and building materials production – that is, all development work except the actual 
construction of the buildings.”359 With Lim Kim San (1916-2006) at the helm as Chairman, the HDB took 
on as one of its first tasks the building of “really low cost housing,” a case first made by Chief Architect 
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357 1958 saw the retirement of Fraser and most of the senior expat staff at the SIT and by 1959, the year of transition, 
the team had been almost completely replaced by a local-majority staff (almost all of the senior architects and 
planners were trained in Australia). 
 
358 One of the most explicit and in-depth studies on this issue was undertaken by Chua Beng-Huat in his book 
Political Legitimacy and Housing. Chua Beng-Huat, Political Legitimacy and Housing: Stakeholding in Singapore 
(London; New York: Routledge, 1997). Installed as Head of the newly set-up Social Research Unit (part of the 
System and Research Department) in the HDB in 1980, Chua took on the task of developing “a more qualitative 
research method towards with investigations carried out into human problems,” as sociological research was 
“necessary to monitor the changing lifestyle in Singapore and build suitable houses.” Yong Pow Ang, “HDB Expands 
Social Role,” The Straits Times, December 5, 1980, 1. The following year, he joined the Department of Sociology at 
the National University of Singapore and his critical writings on public housing in Singapore during the 1980s and 
1990s have been foundational in pinpointing the ideological impetus behind the nation’s public housing program. See 
also, Public Housing Policies Compared: U.S., Socialist Countries and Singapore (Singapore: Department of 
Sociology, NUS, 1988).  
 
359 Chua Beng-Huat, “Not Depoliticized but Ideologically Successful: The Public Housing Programme,” in 





Teh Cheang Wan to the Commission of Inquiry into the Building Industry.360 The urgent task at hand was 
to house and “contain” the masses – as the population was repeatedly reminded through the public press 
– including those who could not even afford the rents that were charged by the SIT.  
The aesthetic of containment, of housing the population en masse, was demonstrated in the new 
block types and estate plans. The HDB launched its five-year building program at its inaugural exhibition 
held on the site of a high-rise housing scheme under construction at Selegie Road, the first precinct of 
multi-use high-rise complexes to be built under the urban development program. A full-size “showroom” 
was on display at the exhibition and featured the low-cost interior furnishings based on the winner’s 
design of the competition organized by the Board.361 The “one-room emergency self-contained flat,” one 
of the highlights of the exhibition, was immediately implemented in Neighborhood V in Queenstown and in 
Bukit Ho Swee to house the victims of the fire in May 1961.362 With 45,000 units built by 1962, the Board 
very quickly became seen as a forerunner in the field of low-cost public housing in “the developing world” 
and boasted of the great number of dignitaries who visited the new housing estates that year. The low-
cost self-contained flat and the high-density high-rise block – the highest blocks in 1965 were in 
Queenstown and Bukit Ho Swee – were fast becoming the dominant housing types, further consolidated 
by the building of Toa Payoh, the most “gigantic” new town yet.  
Translated from the South Chinese Hokkien dialect as “large swamp,” Toa Payoh was the HDB's 
demonstration town in every respect. While Queenstown was undoubtedly presented as an HDB success 
story – the first blocks in Neighborhood III were sold under the HOS – it could not quite shed its colonial 
origins.363 Toa Payoh, on the other hand, was the HDB’s first prototypical design. The SIT had unveiled a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
360 “Low-Cost Housing Rents Need Subsidising for $200-Wage Earners, Inquiry Is Told,” The Straits Times, March 5, 
1960, 4. 
361 HDB Annual Report 1960, 44 (vi-vii). To demonstrate the feasibility of an affordable modern lifestyle, the HDB 
organized the “Exhibition of Low-Cost Furniture and Household Appliances” in August 1961 and again showcased 
two winning interior furnishing designs. “Housing and Development Board Exhibition,” Journal of Singapore Institute 
of Architects 4 (September 1961): 10-1. 
 
362 See, for example, HDB Annual Report 1968, 48-52. 
 
363 Notwithstanding, the HDB’s work at Queenstown continued steadily and it was also the test site for many of the 
types and plans that were to be implemented in Toa Payoh and other estates. For example, the three-story shopping 
complex had a department store, restaurant, and night club – the first of its kind to be introduced in a housing estate 




preliminary plan for Toa Payoh New Town in 1958, which with its winding main roads, cul-de-sacs, mixed 
building heights, flats in various orientations, and green-belt surrounds, demonstrated the development 
strategy of the Master Plan; the plan also resembled the satellite towns that were being built by the LCC 
in the 1950s.364 (Fig. 2.26) While the HDB’s plan for Toa Payoh contained the similar winding circulation, 
the similarity ends here. The orientation of the blocks was standardized with the dominant elevations 
facing south, and an increase in density of each high-rise block meant a more generous open space 
network. Toa Payoh was also given a clearer concentric layout with a shopping area at the center, access 
to the highway leading to the city center to the north, a park to the south and sports and recreational 
facilities to the east and west. (Fig. 2.27) Although Toa Payoh was based on the neighborhood principle 
like Queenstown, it contained mainly high-rise blocks of flats, all between ten and twenty-stories high in 
variegated forms from single slabs to L-shaped, T-shaped, Y-shaped and “zig-zag” blocks, from 
“improved” three-room flats to point blocks.365 The “most popular” flats in Toa Payoh were of the 
“improved three-room” type sold under the HOS, which affirmed the beliefs of the HDB and the 
Government in the midst of constructing a nation based on a “property-owning democracy.” Citizens of 
previously different classes would now be re-categorized as “the new middle (property-owning) class.”366  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
364 The Work of the SIT 1958, 24 (xix). 
 
365 HDB Annual Report 1967, 16i, 30, and HDB Annual Report 1968, 58-9, and 62. 
 
366 The Straits Times identified the clerk, the teacher, the taxi-driver and the roadside stallholder as representatives of 
two classes; the first two belonging to the lower-middle class and the latter two to the working class. But it stated that 
since the common denominator that marked them was that they were “proud owners of their own homes,” they 
belonged to a “new middle (property-owning) class. See “The Rise of the New Middle Property-Owning Class,” The 
Straits Times, February 21, 1965, 6, and “A Home Ownership Plan for Toa Payoh,” The Straits Times, January 28, 
1966, 6. See also, Annual Report 1966, 57. For the block types, see HDB Annual Report 1967, 54-56, and “Toa 






Fig. 2.26 The SIT’s proposed plan for Toa Payoh New Town, 1958.  
 
FIG. 2.27 An artist’s impression of what the HDB’s Toa Payoh new town would look like from the air, as published in 




The communitarian ideology that drove the design and planning of the HDB’s Toa Payoh was not 
only encapsulated in its plan but embodied in a comprehensive nation-wide scheme. The plan 
incorporated the recommendations on modifying the housing policy for urban renewal outlined in the 1963 
Report prepared by Charles Abrams, Susumu Kobe, and Otto Koenigsberger of the UN Technical 
Assistance Committee, which identifies one of the HDB’s most important tasks as the building of new 
neighborhoods that afford more employment opportunities, so that work and home would be brought 
closer and thus encourage development in the outlying areas. Of equal importance was the provision of 
more community facilities “to give the neighborhoods the greater semblance of communities,” which 
would necessitate a “careful study of the customs and desires of the people”; organized events such as 
“festive occasions, music and concerts, organized games” for children would “give the open spaces in the 
projects some of the pulse and interest that one finds in the slum streets and their backlane play-spaces 
and that will help bring adult and child into the open.”367 The final recommendation was the need for a 
larger team of trained staff in estate management, which had previously received insufficient attention.368 
(Figs. 2.28 and 2.29) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
367 The Report sped up the establishment of a new Urban Renewal Department within the HDB headed by Alan Choe. 
Charles Abrams, Susumu Kobe and Otto Koenigsberger, Growth and Urban Renewal in Singapore: Report Prepared 
for the Government of Singapore (UN Programme of Technical Assistance, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, 1963), 162-7. 
 






Fig. 2.28 Ring City Singapore. Singapore Concept Plan (“Ring Concept Plan”), 1971 – “Employment, Housing and 
Recreation for a 4 Million City.”  
 
 






The HDB not only provided open spaces but it educated estate residents on how to use them. 
Though there was no social research unit within the HDB until 1980, and the Board did not retain the 
Lady Housing Visitors employed by the SIT, it did double its estate management staff to twelve by 1966 
(from six in 1963) and benefited from the work of others concerned with the social issues that arose from 
the new housing configurations. Among these was the women’s organization Persekutuan Wanita 
Singapura (PWS), which conducted a year-long survey led by Seow Peck Leng (then lecturer of social 
studies at the University of Singapore) to study the social consequences of public housing, resulting in the 
publication of a report “New Life in New Homes.”369 One of the most effective conclusions in the Report 
was the importance of the role played by HDB estate tenants in sociability, co-operation, and racial 
integration towards “one national Culture.”370 To that degree, by emphasizing the importance of public 
participation, the “social survey” was instrumental in educating the public on the notion of home within a 
national context, as it explicitly pointed out that the Government, vis-à-vis the HDB, had “recognized 
social responsibilities” such as the provision of education, and the building of the crèches and schools. 
(Fig. 2.30)  
 
    
Fig. 2.30 Left. Deterrents to Juvenile Delinquency. “1. Mother can keep one eye on the children and the other on the 
cooking at the same time; 2. Children’s playground – Bukit Ho Swee” Right: Shopping center, also called the “Social 
amenities center,” at Toa Payoh, 1967.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
369 Seow Peck Leng, Report on New Life in New Homes (Singapore: Persatuan Anita Singapura), 1965. 
 





In the aftermath of the Independence, the HDB moved rapidly from an emergency to a 
preemptive mode of planning, even though the rhetoric of crisis was still invariably deployed in each 
phase of the housing program. The 1965 Annual Report called out “landscaping” as an important social 
aspect of a housing estate, as well as “the hawker problem” and “ample open spaces” for tenants and 
their children. At the same time, the HDB organized a slew of events, all aimed at fostering a sense of 
community and estate pride.371 By the late 1960s, there was a “Social (Amenities) Centre” that contained 
a market, parking lot, playground, crèche, school, and shops; a twelve-acre nursery at Kay Siang Road to 
provide all the trees and plants to “beautify the estates”; the appointment of hawker licensing officers to 
monitor the activities of hawkers; and hawker centers to get the hawkers off the streets and onto the open 
spaces.372 (Fig. 2.31) 
 
   
Fig. 2.31 Pedestrianized town shopping center at Toa Payoh. Left: Cover of HDB Annual Report 1969 showing the 
paved pedestrianized shopping center at Toa Payoh Town Center. Right: Site plan of Toa Payoh Town Center 
Garden Sports Complex, 1973.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
371 HDB Annual Report 1965, 66-71. 
 






From New Town to Garden City 
By 1965, tabula rasa (clear-and-build) was already the modus operandi. Building and renewal 
(clearance) were the two activities undertaken by the HDB.373 The building of taller and higher density 
blocks and the clearance of large tracts of land were occurring simultaneously. In these efficiency-driven 
plans, open space took on an increasingly symbolic and “spectacularized” function, and it was continually 
called upon to “perform” its tropical function as the “green lungs” of the town. In the new towns, the HDB’s 
plans situate open space as public space for the enactment of “the social.” Open green space – intended 
mainly as spaces for children more than any other group, to keep them off the streets – became on the 
one hand an extension of the private domestic space for the family dweller; on the other, it fulfilled the 
moral obligation of the government in providing an aesthetic complement to the housing, as well as 
spaces for physical and mental fitness. Moreover, the pedestrianized town center and smaller 
neighborhood centers at Toa Payoh, extensively paved in varying shades of orange and terracotta, 
provided a public arena for the social activity of shopping close to home.374 Even more significant were 
the organized mass activities within the estates that were a part of a nation-building program. In 1968, the 
HDB organized a “Keep our Estates Clean Campaign,” in conjunction with the nationwide “Keep 
Singapore Clean Campaign,” in order to “instill the anti-litter habit” amongst the citizenry – “the public 
must cooperate” was the call from the Ministry of Health. The leaders of this “clean crusade” took the 
opportunity to inculcate in the residents of their constituency a sense of ownership in the communal 
spaces of the new estates that they would now call home.375 (Fig. 2.32)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
373 This dual activity was presented in the HDB’s 1970 publication chronicling its first ten years. From Independence, 
the HDB, headed by a board with Chairman Lim Kim San and other members, was part of the National Development 
Division of the Ministry of Law and Development. In 1970, it constituted six divisions: resettlement, urban renewal, 
building, estates management, finance, statistics, and social and technical research.  
374 First Decade in Public Housing 1960-69 (Singapore: HDB, 1970), 28-9. 
 
375 The greenness and cleanliness of the country as synonymous with social and economic progress, as well as the 
responsibility of each individual to maintain the community and its environment was repeatedly emphasized in Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s speech at the inauguration of the Campaign: “Singapore has become one home, one 
garden, for all of us. And the way any neighbour soils his home and breeds flies and mosquitoes has become your 
personal business. […] The public park is your own garden, and must be kept spruce and green for your own and 
everybody else’s enjoyment. […] We have built, we have progressed. But no other hallmark of success will be more 
distinctive than that of achieving our position as the cleanest and greenest city in South Asia. For only a people with 
high social and educational standards can maintain a clean and green city.” Lee Kuan Yew, Transcript of Speech at 




    
Fig. 2.32  The launch of the “garden city.” Left: PM Lee planting a tree to launch the island-wide tree-planting 
campaign at Holland Circus during his tour of the Ulu Pandan constituency. Right: Acting Prime Minister Goh 
launched annual Tree-Planting Day by planting a rain tree on Mount Faber. 
 
In contrast to the tower- or slab-in-the-park urbanism of the new towns, open space in the urban 
renewal schemes took the form of elevated public plazas or open-to-the-air courtyards. The plaza 
became the new “public space,” or the social or shopping area, in these high-density, mixed-used 
complexes located within the Central area.376 The commercial podium with the public plaza and the 
residential block above was the new typology for the redevelopment of Outram Park, previously the site of 
Outram Prison, People’s Park, and Park Road in Precinct South, and Crawford Road in the north. The 
podium-block became the ubiquitous typology of the following decade; most of the 26 sites sold by 1970 
for mixed-use developments were variations of this type. (This will be examined more closely in the last 
chapter.) Paradoxically, when the HDB implemented estate landscaping as a “social” amenity, open 
space was already on its way to getting subsumed as an ornamental and aesthetic complement to the 
monumental housing blocks that defined the environment of the estates. It was a mathematical and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Singapore, lky19681001. See “Contest to Select the Cleanest and Dirtiest Flats,” The Straits Times, September 19, 
1968, 4; “The Public Must Co-operate,” The Straits Times, October 1, 1968, 10; “A Call to Keep the Republic Clean… 
Everyday,” The Straits Times, October 21, 1968, 4; Maureen Peters, “Residents of 60 Blocks of Flats Clean Up 
Corridors and Stairs,” The Straits Times, November 25, 1968, 4; and “The ‘Keep Clean’ Drive a Success, Says Lim,” 
The Straits Times, October 28, 1968, 6.  
 





economic decision as much as a social one – for example, in the rather formulaic implementation of “one 
playground for one neighborhood.”  
The decided shift from a transitional and emergency mode of building to a community-centric 
planning approach was picked up and discussed by the Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group 
(SPUR), which in September 1970 organized a two-day seminar on “Planning for Recreation in 
Singapore,” chaired by architect Tay Kheng Soon.377 The effective planning of open space to ensure 
citizens’ maximum right to use was central to the discussion. Architect and urban theorist William Lim 
emphasized the citizens’ right to leisure and, while recognizing the efforts made by the authority in 
environmental planning (the tree-planting campaign was praised), questioned the frenetic pace of urban 
redevelopment and clearance in the name of progress. If unchecked, he warned, the selective and 
controlling approach adopted “may insulate the practitioners from the experimental ideas of new living 
and approaches to the arts.” The theories on architecture planning generated in the 1950s, he also urged, 
needed to be replaced with “better and more sophisticated alternatives” to catch up with “the continuous 
evolutionary changes in social values, the arts, architecture, planning theories and the way of life.”378 
 
From Garden City to Green City 
“How does the West ‘in’ the city-state manifest itself in terms of urban development? One 
way we can understand this process is through the importance of utilitarian pragmatism 
as a key value in post-independence Singapore. This value underwrites the development 
of both the modernist skyscrapers of Shenton Way and Raffles Place – the city-state’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
377 For the Report of the Seminar, see SPUR 68-71 (1971), 80-2. 
 
378 William S.W. Lim, “Leisure: Right, Value and Priority,” SPUR 68-71 (1971), 87-90. This sentiment was shared by 
the other speakers. Koichi Nagashima’s paper on “Leisure and Social Change” proposed planning strategies based 
on the three stages of “rest, play, creation” in anticipation of increased leisure time. The younger generation of 
architects and planners in Japan were lauded for having identified, participated, and even contributed to the 
development and internationalization of contemporary values. Though not directly mentioned, the Metabolists, whose 
work had been compared with the British Archigram group, were the most noted experimentalists in Asia during this 
time. Though not part of the Metabolist group, Nagashima, then senior lecturer at the Department of Architecture at 
the University of Singapore, was a conduit for such ideas in Singapore. Later, as member of the Asian Planning and 
Architectural Consultants/Collaboration (APAC) group that included Fumihiko Maki, William Lim, Charles Correa, 
Sumet Jumsai, Tao Ho, he was active in the regional discourses concerning architecture and planning, culminating in 
his editorship of Process Architecture in 1980, supervised by Maki. Koichi Nagashima, ed., “Contemporary Asian 





financial center – and the seemingly contrasting, massive socialist-style public housing 
slabs that mark a vast amount of the cityscape.” 379 
— C.J.W.-L. Wee, The Asian Modern: Culture, Capitalist Development, 2007 
 
From 1963, Singapore officially presented and imagined itself as a “Garden City.” By 1971, the 
public understanding of greening was the physical act of tree planting.380 Experimentation on the types 
and spaces of greening was redirected mainly towards beautification with the launch of the annual tree 
planting campaign by then Acting Prime Minister Goh Keng Swee on November 7.	  From this moment 
onwards, it seemed no longer possible for the citizenry to imagine the development of green open space 
beyond the framework of national identity. In no other post-colonial Asian city was the twin conception of 
“home” and “land” more instrumental in defining its architecture and urbanism.381 Though the greening of 
Singapore began in the 1960s in parallel with public housing, it was not until the 1980s that the planned 
effects were visible, and in the 1990s, the designation was amended to “City in a Garden.” If the last five 
decades of public housing – where massive housing blocks dominated the skyline – represents the 
pragmatist imagination of utopia adopted by the housing authority, this linguistic shift was surely an 
attempt to eradicate the nation of any residual colonial attachments that may confuse visitors. The official 
line is that a “city in a garden” is a “world city,” and surely, a city that effectively manages its trees is 
worthy of the title!382 This issue will be further discussed in the epilogue on planning and planting. 
The process whereby open space was tasked as a social instrument began in the public housing 
projects. Open space was an active agent from the colonial to the national enterprise – configured to 
embody garden-city socialism and modernist ideals as a colonialist project for improvement and later 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
379 C.J. Wan-Ling Wee, “The Homogenised Urban Environment and Locality,” in The Asian Modern: Culture, 
Capitalist Development, Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 2007), 85.  
380 “S’pore will Avoid Mistake of Big Cities, Says Raja,” The Straits Times, November 8, 1971, 17. “Keep Eye on 
World Scene Too, Says Lee,” The Straits Times, December 13, 1971, 16.  
 
381 The Parks and Recreation Department was set up in the Ministry of National Development “to implement the 
garden city concept” in 1973. “New Dept to Develop Garden City,” The Straits Times, February 28, 1973, 7. 
 
382 “Barker: National Culture No Govt Monopoly,” The Straits Times, June 30, 1969, 4. Minister for Law and National 
Development E.W. Barker, in his address at the University of Singapore Seminar “A New Cultural and Recreational 
Environment for Singapore,” suggested that culture must evolve continuously from the social milieu. The republic 
must seek its own solutions to its problems, he said, and “Singapore had every chance to become a world city” 





reconfigured as a nationalist project for urban redevelopment. In this sense, Buckminster Fuller’s 
prophetic utopian provocations made during the 1970s environmental crisis seem to have found a 
response in Singapore. “Reform the environment,” he stated, “stop trying to reform the people. They will 
reform themselves if the environment is right.”383 In Singapore, the hegemony of a totally planned 
environment is underpinned by the modernizing engine of the “garden city” model, sui generis. The 
following chapter examines the modern flat and the housing environs as spatial manifestations of the idea 
of improvement, which has served as the underlying premise for the construction of a garden city-state. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Typological Form and Improvement, 1948-1965 
We should have made myths 
With our hands, because 
Mouths were for eating. 
– Alfian Sa’at, “Islanders,” A History of Amnesia, 2001 
 
Prior to the release of government-built flats in the free market in the 1980s, the government-
owned flat was conceived as a unit within a latter-day phalanstery – the housing estate – whose 
occupants were predominantly the laboring population of industrial workers and civil servants employed 
by national corporations. The technocratic imperatives of the nation necessitated that the post-
Independence housing authority, the HDB, develop a reflexive working methodology predicated on the 
notion of “improvement” that extends from the nation, into the housing estate, into the flat, and onto the 
HDB-domesticated bodies of citizens-occupants. The building of “homes for the people” and the 
maintenance of the housing environment was the most explicit demonstration of this logic of improvement. 
By examining post-war housing exhibitions with a focus on the HDB’s inaugural housing exhibition in 
1960, this chapter contends that the schema of improvement provided the ideological impetus for state 
housing provision and urban renewal, and helped determine the rapid development of housing in 
Singapore. Specifically, the transformation of the corridor from an idealized form to a pragmatic type, as 
well as its relationship to the flat, bore witness to this. 
 
Housing Improvement and Colonial Exhibitions 
 “Improvement” had already long been the keyword behind the formation of the colonial body in 
Singapore. Under the auspices of the colonial municipal government, the SIT undertook the task of 




and Island of Singapore.”384 From its first introduction into planning terminology, the word contained social, 
economic, and political dimensions that underlined the colonialist attitudes towards the “poor ‘slumming’ 
colonized peoples.”385 The SIT began its work of slum clearance, aided by a $10 million Improvement 
Fund, following what it outlined as the General Improvement Plan under which improvement schemes 
were carried out. Like the Bombay Improvement Trust (BIT) and the Calcutta Improvement Trust (CIT), 
the SIT was created through an Act of Parliament in reaction to the diseases and insanitary living 
conditions in the city. Whereas the work of the Trusts in Bombay and Calcutta bore more resemblance to 
Georges Haussmann’s in Paris, the SIT’s work was more acupunctural and contained predominantly 
within the city center, recalling more the work of Patrick Geddes in New Delhi, specifically his advocacy 
for the method of “Conservative Surgery” in town planning.386 Up until 1942, the SIT undertook 
improvement schemes that mainly took the form of back lanes driven through blocks of tightly packed 
shop-houses identified as the “worst slum areas” to provide light, ventilation, and access to sewers.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
384 James M.Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1927-1947, 1. 
 
385 The Oxford English Dictionary offers six definitions of the word “improvement,” of which the second applies directly 
to the SIT’s, as outlined in the introduction of its first published report. Improvement pertains specifically to the 
cultivation or better utilization of the land, as well as bodily or mental cultivation, to get more (profits) from them. “2.a. 
The turning of land to better account, the reclamation of waste or unoccupied land by enclosing and bringing it into 
cultivation (obs.); hence, in later use, cultivation and occupation of land; merged at length in sense.  b. A piece of land 
improved or rendered more profitable by enclosure, cultivation, the erection of buildings, etc. c. Bodily or mental 
cultivation or culture; also an item of such personal culture, an accomplishment.” It is this double-layered meaning of 
“improvement” that was referenced here. See, Fraser, The Work of the Improvement Trust 1927-1947, 1-2. 
 
386 A writer in the Times of India reported the work carried out by the BIT as such: “It is driving a great arterial road 
clear across the island from the Burning Ground to Carnac Bridge. There are no half-measures about its work. It has 
a giant’s task to perform, and it is at last setting about it with a giant’s strength and energy. Just as a Czar drew a 
straight line on the map from St. Petersburg to Moscow, and said, ‘Make the railway thus,’ so the Trust has marked 
out a broad straight thoroughfare almost form sea to sea. Every ramshackle building that barred its path has been 
doomed to destruction. The road will have a broad sweep, sixty feet in width, for the most part. Right and left branch 
roads will pierce the dingy slums. There can be no compromises in this network of tortuous lanes and dark alleys. 
Absolute demolition, swift and final, is the only remedy. For this is one of the areas where the Plague has worked for 
years, where during the repeated epidemics no man could lay down his head at night and be sure that by the morning 
he would not be in the grip of the insidious foe.” “The Improvement of Bombay,” The Straits Times, April 1, 1903, 2. 
Geddes identified two schools of thought in planning – the popular one which dominated the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries and into the early twentieth century of wholesale clearance, and another which was more 
diagnostic, seeking “to undo as little as possible, while planning to increase the well-being of the people at all levels, 
from the humblest to the highest.” Belonging to the second school, Geddes advocated for a mode of town planning 
based on the method of “Conservative Surgery” as an alternative to “the policy of sweeping clearances” which he saw 
as “one of the most disastrous and pernicious blunders in the chequered history of sanitation.” Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, ed., 





Notwithstanding the differences in their respective planning ideologies, these Improvement Trusts 
were part of the larger colonial enterprise driven by ideas and strategies of urban development that after 
1947 were promoted in the colonies by a transnational community of planners (most of whom were 
advisors to the UN). As mentioned in the previous chapters, the experts who had been involved in the 
development of housing and planning in Singapore included Patrick Abercrombie (briefly appointed Town 
Planning Advisor in 1948), George Pepler (Town Planning Advisor from January 1952 to October 1954), 
Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, Charles Abrams, and Otto Koenigsberger. Of these, Abercrombie and Pepler, as 
Town Planning Advisors to the Colony, provided the indirect channel for the dissemination of Geddes’ 
method of diagnostic surveying. Abercrombie initiated the first complete diagnostic survey of Singapore 
that the SIT began in early 1948, known as the Land Utilization Survey, but it became quickly evident that 
the existing staff was unable to conduct it on their own, so in late 1949 the Department of Geography at 
Raffles College was enlisted to help.387 Abercrombie’s role during a three-day visit as guest speaker at 
the Housing and Town Planning Exhibition was primarily to lend an authoritative expert voice 
emphasizing the need for the programs the SIT was embarking on.388  
 
Housing and Town Planning Exhibition, 1948 
The two-week Housing and Town Planning Exhibition (November 29 to December 11, 1948), held 
at the British Council Center was the first public display of the SIT’s work in the Colony since its formation 
in 1927. Discussions at the Exhibition focused on two prominent models, one of the Tiong Bahru Estate 
and the other showing a three-dimensional Population Density map of the Island. The latter demonstrated 
the thrust of the SIT’s work over the next decade, which focused on the building of low-cost houses and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
387 Abercrombie emphasized the need for a diagnostic survey that was already stressed in Paragraph 21 of the 1947 
Report of Singapore Housing Committee. James Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1948, 24-25. 
 
388 The Straits Times drove this point across most clearly: “Any publicity is welcome which will strengthen the hand of 
the Government and the Legislative Council in planning a solution for the desperate congestion which has overtaken 
Singapore. The Housing and Town Planning Exhibition opened yesterday by Sir Patrick Abercrombie cannot, 
however, do more than underscore the magnitude of a problem of which Singapore has long been appraised. More 
important than the exhibition was Sir Patrick’s visit and the opportunity it offered the Singapore authorities of 
preliminary consultation with the greatest living expert on town and country planning.” “Housing: The Master Plan,” 





housing estates, as well as the preparation of the Master Plan. (Fig. 3.01) During the first five years of the 
British re-occupation of the Colony, the SIT focused on the construction of housing, including the re-
housing of 619 family units and 87 business premises into tenements and shops.389 It was not until 1952 
that a Diagnostic Survey Team was set up within the SIT to oversee the work full-time. Among Pepler’s 
first tasks upon his arrival to the Island-Colony was setting up the Diagnostic Survey Team to gather 
information in preparation for Singapore’s first Master Plan.390  
 
   
Fig. 3.01  Town Planning and Housing Exhibition, November 29 to December 11, 1948. Left: Abercrombie speaking 
at the Exhibition. Right: Trustees and members of the SIT Board, the Colonial Secretary and member of Legislative 
Council, examining a model of Tiong Bahru estate. Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1948 (Singapore: SIT, 1948), 24, 
photo insert. 
 
This first exhibition of models and blueprints was closely followed by the construction of exhibition 
blocks and estates where visiting experts and dignitaries would be taken on tours by the senior staff of 
the SIT. Tiong Bahru was the SIT’s first completed housing estate based on modern planning principles, 
architectural design, and construction techniques. Since its conception, it served as an exhibition estate, 
as evidenced by the media coverage and by the frequency with which its models, drawings, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
389 This was due to the expiration of the 99-Year Crown Leases that allowed the Municipal Government to regain the 
land and enact a slum clearance scheme for redevelopment as part of the 1950 Building Program. Fraser, The Work 
of the SIT 1948, 3-4. 
 
390 Sir George L. Pepler, C.B., as Town Planning Advisor to the Colony, paid two visits, each lasting about six weeks, 






photographs were exhibited. It also attracted a large number of foreign and local visitors immediately 
upon the completion of the first post-war blocks of new flats in 1949.391 Planned on the open development 
principle (blocks with open spaces all round) and constructed of hollow concrete blocks with steel 
windows, the four-story blocks were designed in an abstract architectural language that accentuated 
clean lines and streamlined curvilinear forms.392 The designs bore the International Style aesthetic that 
had gained momentum across the world, and was the language of most émigré architects in colonial 
cities since the 1930s. The housing blocks, with their deep plans, “clean modern lines,” and axial 
frontages, paralleled the experiments in middle-class housing in England and continental Europe.393 (Figs. 
3.02 and 3.03) 
 
   
Fig. 3.02 Two- to eight-room flats for professional and business classes at Ringparken, Copenhagen, designed by 
Skjot Pedersen, 1935.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
391 Locally, housing models built at Tiong Bahru were once again exhibited at the Singapore Progress Exhibition held 
at the Happy World Park – a more modest exhibition with only one stall – in October 1949. Plans of road 
development in Tiong Bahru from 1927 to 1948, as well as photographs of the newly built blocks, were also shown, 
including for the first time an enlarged aerial photograph of the estate. Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1949, 6.  
 
392 The open development principle was first described in Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1927-1947, 24. 
 
393 See, for example, the flats designed for the professional and business classes in the Werkbundssiedlung 
designed by Hans Scharoun in 1929 in Breslau, Germany, with their curved corners and circular windows in the 
stairwells, or those by Skjot Pedersen in 1935 in Ringparket, Copenhagen which had similar curved corners, flat roofs 
and horizontal eaves. Francis R.S. Yorke and Frederick Gibberd, The Modern Flat (London: The Architectural Press, 





   
   
Fig. 3.03 The SIT’s pre-war blocks with a “streamlined modern” aesthetic. Top: Four-story horseshoe block at Moh 
Guan Terrace, c.1949; a block on Eu Chin Street, c.1947. Bottom: Post-Occupation Tiong Bahru flats designed by 
Chief Architect Stanley Woolmer and Senior Architect Lincoln Page, c.1948.  
 
The layout of the new blocks in the Tiong Bahru Estate consists of two rows of flats separated by 
a wide back lane, resembling the blocks of shophouses that had undergone back lane improvements. 
(Fig. 3.04) In contrast to the earlier types of emergency or resettlement housing built by the SIT – namely 
“tenement housing” in the city center, and “cottage housing” for the clerical class and “artisan quarters” in 
the suburban areas – Tiong Bahru was the first planned housing project that anticipated the future of an 
improved city of middle-class citizens.394 With rentals between S$35 and S$50, the flats were not 
affordable to the lower classes, especially not those displaced by fire and those affected by slum 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
394 These four types of housing are discussed by Chang Jiat Hwee in “‘Tropicalizing’ Planning: Sanitation, Housing, 
and Technologies of Improvement in Colonial Singapore, 1907-42,” in Imperial Contagions: Medicine, Hygiene, and 






clearance. Even many in the clerical class had difficulty qualifying for the application of a new flat 
constructed after 1947.395 While not a reflection of actual housing needs, the medium-density estate of 
low-rise sanitized flats and tidy green lawns was nevertheless a model for the SIT’s subsequent estates. 
It remained the first and only housing estate completely planned, designed, and built by the SIT, intended 
from the onset as a blueprint for modern habitation.  
 
   
Fig. 3.04 The SIT’s modern walkup flats at Tiong Bahru. Left: James Fraser with government officers inspecting new 
flats at Tiong Bahru Road, c.1949. Right: Three-story shop-flats (left) and four-story flats (right) along Seng Poh Road, 
c.1949.  
 
A Study of the Homes of Singapore Exhibition, January 6-16, 1951 
New types of flats in Tiong Bahru were shown at the next exhibition, A Study of the Homes of 
Singapore, which ran from January 6 to 21, 1951 at the Victoria Memorial Hall. This time, however, the 
attention was centered on a few housing projects designed specifically for the working class, identified as 
“workmen flats.” With the help of the Public Relations Department, the SIT organized the exhibition in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
395 The high rents of SIT flats at Tiong Bahru became a political talking point when Lim Yew Hock, a nominated 
unofficial member of the Legislative Council raised the point that rents for the new block of flats were fixed at a rate 
which wage-earners could not afford to pay compared to the rents for those flats built before the war which were 
larger in size. He told the Council that the complaints came from clerks who had applied for a new flat at Tiong Bahru 
but were unable to pass the “means test,” as their earnings fell below a certain figure; they were considered ineligible 
and placed on the list for artisans’ quarters instead, such as the neighboring Kampong Silat estate built for 





conjunction with the visit of four members of the U.N.O. Tropical Housing Mission, as well as George 
Pepler, who gave the opening address. The Kampong Silat Estate and Princess Elizabeth Park (partially 
constructed with 72 flats each letting at S$18 per month) were showcased.396 (Figs. 3.05 and 3.06) The 
working-class flats and artisan flats differed from those in Tiong Bahru in that they were three-story blocks 
with louvered timber windows and pitched terracotta tile roofs, instead of the new four-story blocks with 
steel-framed windows and flat concrete roofs in Tiong Bahru.397 (Fig. 3.07) Unlike the earlier flats of the 
same class, these post-war estates were no longer named Improvement Schemes but simply identified 
as housing estates. They embodied a shift towards the normalization and typification of the ideal of 
Improvement in SIT’s subsequent housing schemes.  
 
  
Fig. 3.05 The SIT’s housing estate for the working class. Left: Model of the Kampong Silat Estate, 1948. Right: Model 
of the Princess Elizabeth Estate, 1950.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
396 Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1950 (Singapore: Authority of SIT), 8-11. 
 
397 Jiat-Hwee Chang briefly describes the layout of the SIT’s pre-war workmen and artisan housing (single-story 
cottage housing or two-to-four-story tenement “block dwellings”), which were all Improvement Schemes in 
“‘Tropicalizing' Planning: Sanitation, Housing, and Technologies of Improvement in Colonial Singapore, 1907–1942,” 
in Imperial Contagions: Medicine, Hygiene, and Cultures of Planning in Asia, 1880-1949, ed. Robert Peckham and 
David Pomfret (HK: Hong Kong University Press, 2013), 54-57. These post-war estates were not listed as 
Improvement Schemes, and as such, they embody the shift towards the normalization of Improvement in SIT’s 









Fig. 3.06 The SIT’s Workmen Flats. Top, left-right: Type plans of three-story block of workmen flats at the Kampong 
Silat and Princess Elizabeth Park Estates. Bottom, left-right: Three-story workmen flats at the Kampong Silat and 
Princess Elizabeth Park Estates (background).  
 
   
Fig. 3.07 Rectilinear box-like flats at Tiong Bahru after 1949. The balconies and stair cores of the “new” flats were 
rectilinear instead of curved with circular openings, as in the pre-1949 flats. Left: Proposed new four-story flats under 
the 1950 program – typical floor plan and artist’s impression, 1949. Right: Eleven blocks of four-story flats at Tiong 




Between 1948 and 1951, the type plans of the SIT’s post-war housing revealed two distinct 
design shifts that were in part a response to the criticisms of the “unaffordable” middle-class flats in Tiong 
Bahru, as well as the need to accommodate a rapidly increasing population. These are the removal of the 
balcony and verandah, and the appearance of the long access communal corridor (single- and double-
loaded) connected to the vertical stair and elevator core. Take the flats at Old Race Course Road, for 
example. The rear circular stair of the 1948 Program – an element carried over from the SIT’s earlier 
introduction of fire stairs at the rear of the long narrow courthouse shophouse as an improvement and 
translation of that type to the new blocks in Tiong Bahru – was completely eliminated by 1950. (Fig. 3.08) 
As the expression of the horizontal grew in emphasis and the individual balconies gradually gave way to 
“access balconies,” stairs became “stair halls” (SIT terminology),398 and the terracotta pitched roof 
“returned.” In actuality, they had been the common roof form of the SIT, with the exception of the pre-
1948 blocks in Tiong Bahru, which contained flat roofs, as evidenced in SIT’s own photographs. But aerial 
views of the estate in the late 1950s showed the early blocks capped with pitched terracotta-tiled roofs.399 
(Fig. 3.09) The flat-roofed blocks at Tiong Bahru built between 1936 and 1947, as well as the streamlined 
modern design of the earlier pre-war tenement blocks in the city center (e.g. Trengganu Street) 
corresponded to the architectural stylistic tendencies of the inter-war years. These early blocks were 
modern housing prototypes that embodied the SIT’s ideals of communitarian housing design and 
medium-density living, and regularly showcased and shown to dignitaries and officials visiting the colony. 
From 1948, technological considerations and the exponential increase in demand saw a reduction in 
building footprint and the massing of new blocks that were significantly reduced in depth. (Fig. 3.10)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
398 See The Work of the SIT 1949, 37; SIT 1959, 50; and “Singapore Improvement Trust Type Plans of Post-War 
Housing,” printed for the 1951 Town Planning and Housing Exhibition, NAS HB 523/51. 
 
399 Brenda Yeoh and Theresa Wong, Over Singapore 50 Years Ago: An Aerial View in the 1950s (Singapore: Didier 





   
 
Fig. 3.08 Type plans of SIT post-war workmen flats. Left: Split upper and ground floor plan of two-story semi-
detached flats with balcony shared by living room and bedroom and flushed with building envelope, 1948 program. 
Right: Partial plan showing extruded central stair hall connected to curvilinear living room balcony, 1949 program 
(identical to the three-story blocks at Princess Elizabeth Park Estate, Fig. 3.04).  
 
  
Fig. 3.09 From flat to pitched roofs. Left: Roofscape of Tiong Bahru Estate northwards down Eu Chin Street towards 
Seng Poh Road, c.1947. Right: Aerial view of Tiong Bahru Estate showing the same pre-1948 blocks in pitched 






Fig. 3.10 Plan of Tiong Bahru Estate under the 1950 building program. 
 
The International Exhibition and Seminar on Low Cost Housing, New Delhi, 1954 
The first United Nations Regional Seminar on Housing and Community Improvement opened in 
New Delhi on January 21, and ended on February 17, 1954. In conjunction with the Seminar, the Indian 
Government co-organized an International Exhibition on Low-cost Housing that ended on March 5, in 
which 17 countries, including the Colony of Singapore, participated. The primary aim of the Exhibition was 
to showcase the methods and media through which low-cost housing had been advanced in different 
countries of the world in a spirit of international exchange. The Exhibition was divided into nine sections: 1) 
Model Houses, 2) Educative Models, 3) Building Materials, 4) Construction Techniques, 5) Tools and 
Light Machinery, 6) Heavy Machinery, 7) Domestic Services, 8) Miscellaneous, and 9) Exhibits of the 
International Federation for Housing and Planning.400 One of the major features was a "model village" of 
80 homes, planned for community life, in which none of the houses cost more than 5,000 rupees 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





(approximately US$1,000).401 Included in the "village" was a replica of the hut in which Gandhi lived and 
worked. (Fig. 3.11) 
The Geddes connection came full circle when Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, town planning consultant with 
the Technical Assistance Section of the United Nations, newly appointed Director of the International 
Seminar on Housing, and a student of Geddes, made a two-day visit to Singapore on September 23, 
1953 as part of a tour of Southeast Asia to draw up the papers and exhibits to be produced for the 
seminar by delegates. Impressed by what she saw during her visits to the housing estates with Senior 
architect Lincoln Page and SIT manager James Fraser, she recommended that “one of the $17,000 low-
rent houses being produced by the SIT” be erected at the Exhibition in Delhi.402 But the SIT was unable to 
build the model house at Delhi. Due to limited funds, and after much correspondence between Page and 
the organizers, the full-scale model house was finally not constructed. Instead, the Singapore exhibit, 
displayed in the Educative Model Section, consisted of diagrams, proposed layout plans for new estates, 
type plans of post-war housing, working drawings, and photographs of the SIT’s completed housing 
schemes.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
401 See “Editorials,” American Journal of Public Health 44 (June 1954): 801. 
 
402 Tyrwhitt had also spent the two days meeting with T.P.F. McNiece, then president of the SIT, James Fraser, 
Dennis Komlosy, head of the diagnostic survey team, and senior architects of the SIT. “‘India Should Be Told,’ Says 






Fig. 3.11. Layout Plan of International Exhibition on low-cost housing at New Delhi, 1953.  
 
Compared to the more elaborate exhibits of some other countries, Singapore’s consisted simply 
of printed boards pinned onto over 90 feet of canec panels provided by the organizers in the 500ft by 
100ft by 12ft (height) exhibition hall. There were also no scale models of housing projects. 
Notwithstanding, the 1951 Town Planning and Housing Exhibition prepared the SIT with the relevant 
content for Singapore’s participation at the Exhibition and Seminar. The Singapore exhibit focused on the 
two key aspects of the SIT’s post-war housing schemes: low-cost production and community-
encouragement through estate planning. The Tiong Bahru Estate, the SIT’s pride, was downplayed and 
presented alongside the plans of “workmen” housing estates. The housing types exhibited included the 
low-rise flats in Tiong Bahru, Alexandra Road, Kampong Silat, Princess Elizabeth Park Estate, and others 




suburbs. The mid-rise slab block stood out, exemplified by the three nine-story flats at Upper Pickering 
Street built under the first post-occupation (1947) central area slum clearance and redevelopment 
scheme. The three blocks were the first non-tenement housing built in the central area. (Fig. 3.12) 
 Construction for the three blocks of 120 flats housing 700 families began in late August 1950. At 
100 feet height, they towered over the neighboring blocks by almost 60 feet. Each block was designed to 
contain 40 two-bedroom flats and 8 shops on the ground floor. At a density of approximately 400 people 
per acre, it was hardly a model for high-density living, compared to the Unite d’Habitation block in 
Marseille (1200 people per acre), designed by Le Corbusier and completed that same year (1952). The 
Unité block was no doubt a close reference for Stanley Charles Woolmer, an architect at the SIT. In each 
of the nine-story blocks, one shop to five flats were provided. Skip-stop elevators stopped at the second, 
fifth and eighth floors, and were connected to one internal and two external staircases. The roofs were 
designed for gardens and playgrounds.	  Upon completion, the Trust decided that instead of 24 shops, 15 
would be constructed (selected based on the variety of trades and types of goods), as well as ten office 
spaces.403 This meant that the block was to be a workplace for some of the tenants. When interviewed by 
the Straits Times shortly before breaking ground, Woolmer stated that “[t]he flats are not meant for any 
particular class of people. All tenants will be chosen under the SIT point system.”404 However, the first 
statement contradicted the second, since most applicants for the flats were of the working class (many 
with informal occupations) and scored low in the system that privileged those who had a regular, 
calculable monthly income.405 At S$91 (plus a service fee of S$9) per month, the rent was hardly 
affordable to “the average wage earner.”406  
It was perhaps not surprising then that the housing scheme’s first tenant was the SIT itself. Staff 
began moving in on August 4, 1952, from their offices at the City Council Office in the Fullerton Building 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
403 “Chinatown Flats for 420,” The Straits Times, July 24, 1952, 5. 
 
404 “Flats for 700 for Colony Chinatown,” The Straits Times, July 7, 1950, 4. 
 
405 “Community Life and Basic Estate Management in the Trust Estate,” 4-5, SIT 978/52. 
 





(City Hall area) and Tiong Bahru Estate (where the Estates department was located).407 Seven floors of 
the third block of flats were designated as their headquarters. The eighth and ninth floors of the block 
were set aside for five senior officers of the SIT. This move away from City Hall indicated the Trust’s 
desire to become an independent housing entity.408 Seventy families moved into the other two blocks at 
the end of August, but by late October, one-third of the flats still remained unoccupied.409 The occupancy 
rate was hindered by the number of people falling to their deaths from the nine-story blocks, totaling five 
by the end of the year.410 Each of these falls was reported in the local newspapers and invariably, the 
concrete staircase rendered in “economy white” was identified as the “killer” in each of the photographs 
accompanying the text. By 1953, Pickering Street had acquired the name “Suicide Street.”411 The very 
same staircase and its attached long white corridors were celebrated at the Delhi Exhibition as the vehicle 
of communality. This was contemporaneous to the Smithsons’ idea of “streets-in-the-air” and Le 
Corbusier’s “shopping street” in his Marseille Block.412  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
407 Only the Survey Department remained at the City Council Office. 
 
408 The need for an independent housing authority to handle the complexities of the housing problem and the urgency 
for extensive housing production were the appeals made by James Fraser in his last editorial introduction for the 
Report on the Work of the SIT, 1958. 
 
409 “Occupation Awaited,” The Straits Times, October 23, 1952, 6. 
 
410 “Another Man Plunges to Death from SIT Flats,” The Straits Times, December 16, 1952, 9. The Trust came up 
with a half-hearted prevention measure by installing wiring on the top two floors of the blocks, maintaining that it was 
too expensive ($10,000) to wire the entire building. “No SIT Move to Bar Death Falls,” The Straits Times, February 2, 
1953, 7. 
 
411 “Suicide Street Is Its New Name,” The Straits Times, April 24, 1953, 3.  
 
412 The Smithsons introduced and popularized this term “streets in the air” in 1952 in their entry for the Golden Lane 
housing competition organized by the LCC. The first realization of this concept was reportedly the Park Hill Flats in 
Sheffield designed by Jack Lynn and Ivor Smith and completed in 1961. The Smithsons subsequently built their 
“streets in the air” which took the form of wide balconies on every third floor, at Robin Hood Gardens in Poplar 











Community was the main theme of the Seminar in Delhi. In a paper entitled “Community Life and 
Basic Estate Management in the Trust Estates” presented at the seminar, E.H. Khee invoked the 1938 
Balfour Report published in the United Kingdom to emphasize that good management is “a form of social 
and community education and aims at teaching a new inexperienced community how to be housing and 
estate minded.”413 The paper emphasizes the need for the building of community centers in SIT estates 
and more importantly, that the Government Departments of Education and Social Welfare, as well as City 
Council, should support cultural and social activities that extend to the entire estate population, in order to 
foster community spirit (especially among the Chinese, who “are individualists and in particular are 
associated with groups or clans”). Noting that in Singapore, community life revolved round shopping 
centers and marketplaces, Khee argued for “a Central Community Association where its members are 
delegates from the several Community Centers in the estate and where a common policy can be 
discussed and where social and cultural activities can be encouraged by discussion and action.”414 Khee 
conceded that at the time of the Seminar, Tiong Bahru remained the only estate completed by the Trust 
to be considered as a neighborhood unit – its development included the provision of a large shopping 
center, market, and children’s playground, thus his paper was as much a reflection of the previous six 
years as it was outlining the future direction of the Trust. During this time, construction for another estate 
based on the neighborhood unit was well under way. Under the Master Plan, which was publicly released 
in 1955, the SIT presented its second and most extensive attempt to date at communitarian planning – 
Queenstown.415 
Low-cost housing with a community emphasis marked the next phase of improvement, which also 
saw a shift in the lexicon of housing architecture and planning. The term “improvement” was replaced by 
humanistic terms that invoked the social; for example, tenants were now “residents” and markets named 
shopping centers. Queenstown was the SIT’s first “satellite town to be built along modern lines” in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
413 Khee, E.H. “Community Life and Basic Estate Management in the Trust Estate,” 2, SIT 978/52. 
 
414 Ibid.  
 
415 In an earlier correspondence between senior architect Lincoln Page and Director of the Exhibition, Shri L.G. 
Selvan, Page mentions that the possibility of an exhibit of the Master Plan for Singapore. Letter dated August 23, 
1953, National Archives of Singapore, SIT, 978/52. Page also told the Free Press that he hoped to be able to exhibit 
the colony’s Master Plan at the Exhibition. “$2,000 Home To Be Shown in Delhi,” The Singapore Free Press, 





Master Plan.416 Queenstown was named after Queen Elizabeth II to mark her coronation in 1952, and the 
SIT selected the site mainly for its proximity to the Tiong Bahru Estate.417 Larger in size and planned for a 
tenancy of 70,000, far beyond that of Tiong Bahru, its plan was an elaboration on the neighborhood unit. 
It was the SIT’s first comprehensive attempt at consolidating its earlier estate layouts and block types 
within a single suburban town and to introduce new housing types, as well as a self-contained shopping 
center under a single plan.418 This meant that residents do not need to leave their “neighborhoods” for 
their daily needs, and that many of the residents would be engaged in work there. They were to be 
housed in 11,000 flats or houses and serviced by 300 shops, seven schools, a sports complex, a cinema 
and shopping mall, and even religious buildings (temples, churches, and mosques) for the multi-racial 
community. It was also the first time that planning was undertaken in terms of phasing – the entire new 
town was built one neighborhood at a time, beginning with the construction of the Princess Margaret 
Estate in July 1952. (Figs. 3.13 and 3.14) By 1956, the SIT had completed 1,000 units comprised of one-, 
two-, and three-bedroom flats in blocks ranging from four to 14 stories, as well as 68 two-story terrace 
houses.  
At the same time, the LCC had also begun work on comprehensive development, part of the 
Development Plan of 1951, a more detailed study and follow up to the County of London Plan of 1947. 
Although Fraser states in the SIT’s first post-war annual report of 1947 that the revised Singapore 
Improvement Ordinance had not yet reflected the changes in Britain’s Town and Country Planning Act of 
1947, by the early 1950s, this was no longer the case, as evidenced in the Colony Master Plan of 1955. 
Abercrombie and Pepler, the consultants for the Master Plan, were the proponents of the County of 
London Plan, and the SIT’s estates for Queenstown reflected similarities and reciprocities with the work of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
416 A public disclaimer made by the SIT Chairman. T.P.F. McNiece. “Queenstown: It Won’t Be Perfect at the Start,” 
The Singapore Free Press, October 2, 1953, 5.  
 
417 Up to 1942, Queenstown was a large swampy valley with a channel running through in a southeastern direction 
inhabited by mostly Hokkien and Teochew (southern Chinese) farmers cultivating vegetables and fruits, and rearing 
pigs and chickens. The village dwellings were attap-roofed huts. On either side of this agricultural area were hills – 
one with a rubber plantation and on the other a cemetery. Buller Camp, a British military camp, was also located 
there since the late 1890s, until 1953 when it was cleared for the new housing estate.  
 
418 The front-page announcement of the project on September 28, 1953 described the scale, density, and cost of the 
satellite town: the scheme for 70,000 on a 500-acre site will cost $80 million. “New Town for 70,000: Colony Suburb 





the LCC.419 The shift towards the “environment” of housing and modern communal modes of living 
echoed the ideas on “habitat” espoused by the CIAM and elaborated by Team 10.420 Because of the 
public outcry in the local press against the “unaffordable” rents at Tiong Bahru, the SIT continually sought 
to convey to the public that the majority of the housing built would be low-cost (with rent at no more than 
S$50 per month) and typologically varied in order to house a wider range of income classes. (Fig. 3.15) 
 
 
Fig. 3.13 Princess Margaret Estate (Princess Estate for short) – the SIT’s fully completed estate based on the 
neighborhood unit in Queenstown: Aerial rendering of the estate, 1955.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
419 “Comprehensive Development Under the LCC,” The Builder 191, no. 5921(September 21, 1956): 486-86.  
 
420 Sigfried Giedion had hoped that at the IXth CIAM Congress, themed “Habitat” and held in Aix-en-Provence in July 
1953, that the CIAM would produce a Habitat Charter, but the various groups could not reach a consensus. The 
production of a second document (after the Athens Charter) was been suggested by founding members at CIAM VII 
in Bergamo (1947), proposed again by the French group ASCORAL at CIAM VIII (1951), and discussed exhaustively 
at the interim meeting at Sigtuna, Sweden (1952), but it did not materialize. Finally, at the La Sarraz meeting on 
September 8-10, 1955, they agreed on the title, “The Habitat: Problem of Inter-relationships.” CIAM’s First Proposals, 
Statements and Resolutions. By the Xth Congress, however, it was decided that the younger members, by then 
already known as Team 10, would take over the project, which they then formalized as the Doorn Manifesto, which 
focused on the idea of Habitat. Eric Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928-1960 (Cambridge, MA: MIT 











Fig. 3.15 Annual building plans in relation to rentals, as published in The Work of the SIT 1955. The seven groups of 
low-rise flats (one- to four-stories) ranged from a 336-square-foot one-bedroom unit without a bathroom or toilet at 
less than S$20 per month (Group 1) to a 633-square-foot two-bedroom unit at a maximum cost of S$50 per month 




Housing Improvement and National Exhibitions 
In February 1959, the Housing and Development Ordinance and the Planning Ordinance 
replaced the Improvement Ordinance of 1927. It was a definitive move by the newly elected People’s 
Action Party (PAP) to set up a body to “concentrate on the erection of public housing and a Planning 
Authority to provide for the planning and improvement of Singapore.”421 The PAP government was formed 
on 3 June, 1959, under the new constitution of self-government, and began to make immediate plans for 
a number of major statutory boards that were to ensure the maintenance and future development of a city 
where the majority of residents were first- and second-generation migrants, and whose political standing 
in the region was still insecure. The HDB was set up in 1960 to replace the SIT. This was followed by the 
establishment of the EDB in August 1961 to spearhead and implement the Republic’s program of rapid 
industrialization; and the Public Utilities Board (PUB) in 1963. Immediately following Singapore’s 
independence in 1965, the education system was reorganized based on “an independent, multi-racial, 
multilingual nation.” Housing was still the foremost concern of the PAP – the colonial SIT being the first to 
be dissolved – and was inseparable from “party politics.” Even though the Prime Minister publicly denied 
public accusations that only those with “the right political mind” could apply for a job at the HDB, most of 
the SIT staff had quit or been replaced by the time the HDB was inaugurated.422  
Nevertheless, the SIT’s 1948 Town Planning Exhibition, the 1951 Town Planning and Housing 
Exhibition, and the 1954 International Low Cost Housing Exhibition in New Delhi provided not just the 
format but also the ideological references (embedded in the larger international architectural discourse) 
for the HDB’s first housing exhibition in 1960. Together with the annual reports by Fraser for the SIT and 
the blueprints of estates, many which remained unrealized, the HDB inherited an archive of references  
that its young architects and planners could work from (albeit the oft-public disclaimer that the housing 
built by the SIT was insufficient in anticipating the population that needed to be housed). The three key 
figures were Teh Cheang Wan, who obtained his B.Arch. at the University of Sydney in 1956, Ng Chee 
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Sen (1924-) and Alan Choe (1930-) who obtained their B.Arch degrees from the University of Melbourne 
in 1953 and 1959, respectively.423 Teh joined the SIT in August 1959 and was appointed Chief Architect 
of the HDB in 1960 at age thirty-two.424 Ng was amongst the first Chinese in Singapore to study 
architecture at the University of Melbourne.425 When interviewed shortly prior to starting his architectural 
study, he expressed that “[m]ost Malayan homes are of the apartment type. I am most interested in the 
fine Australian bungalow homes and would like to see this type of domestic architecture introduced in 
Malaya.”426 Ng started as an assistant architect at the SIT in 1956 and was made Deputy Manager of the 
management department in 1959 during the interim year of 1959 and then, in 1960, as the only remaining 
assistant architect from the time of the SIT, he became senior architect of the newly established HDB.427 
Ng left the HDB to run for the 1963 Singapore General Election under the United People’s Party for 
Havelock constituency but was not elected to Parliament, and went into private practice in 1965.428 Choe, 
the first Singaporean to qualify as an architect-planner, joined the HDB in 1960, became the Head of the 
new Urban Renewal Department in 1967 and then General Manager of URA, the independent authority 
established in 1974. These were young professionals who had witnessed the building of “heroic 
modernism” that Melbourne was undergoing in the 1950s and had been suddenly raised to take over 
high-level public posts during the most momentous years of the colony’s move to Independence.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
423 Australian universities enjoyed a hike in status among Commonwealth countries after 1945, as they provided an 
education similar to that offered in Britain but were geographically closer to home. From the 1950s, countries such as 
UK, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand offered the Colombo Plan scholarships to top Singapore students as a form 
of aid to ensure a supply of qualified individuals to support Singapore's economic and social development.  
424 Teh studied architecture at the University of Sydney in Australia, graduating in 1956. He began his career as an 
architect at PWD in New South Wales. He then moved to the Housing Commission in New South Wales before 
expanding his expertise with the Housing Trust in Kuala Lumpur and serving on the Penang City Council. In August 
1959, he joined the SIT as an architect. He was promoted to Chief Architect, Building Department of the newly 
formed HDB in October 1959. Later he became the Chief Executive Officer of the HDB from 1970 to January 1979. 
He was also the Chairman of the Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) between September 1976 and March 1979.  
 
425 He was one of the six Chinese out of a total 150 architectural students. 
 
426 “Malayans Study in Australia,” The Singapore Free Press, August 5, 1948, 5.  
 
427 The interim Chairman of the SIT Ong Eng Guan amalgamated the three departments of the former secretariat, the 
estates, and the finance departments in 1959. “Three SIT Septs. Amalgamated,” The Straits Times, August 21, 1959, 
5.  
 
428  The UPP was formed by SIT interim Chairman and PAP co-founder Ong in 1961. The party was dissolved after 






The Low-Cost Housing Exhibition, 1960 
The building of housing and the making of the Singapore citizen officially began at 10.30am on 
December 10, 1960, when HDB Chairman Lim Kim San gave an opening speech in Mandarin at the 
opening of the Low Cost Housing Exhibition on Selegie Road. Lim outlined the three main aims of the 
exhibition: first, to reveal the Government’s policy of “building as many low-cost houses as possible for 
the citizens of Singapore”; second, to present the HDB’s efforts “to encourage neighborliness and build 
up peaceful and harmonious communities in the Board’s housing estates”; third, to educated HDB tenants 
“to get a clearer idea of how to make better use of the accommodation and amenities provided them.429 
The Mandarin delivery of the HDB’s threefold mandate was revealing. In 1960, the majority of SIT tenants 
were Chinese, and they were undoubtedly the majority of future tenants of the HDB. Lim’s speech was 
followed by the Minister for National Development, Tan Kia Gan, who emphasized that the purpose of the 
Exhibition that launched the HDB’s five-year plan was to educate the “people of Singapore” in 
understanding its housing difficulties and the Board’s plans to overcome them. Despite there being 
exhibitions in the past, this was the first concerted effort to “invite” the public to take part in the overall 
plans for housing for Singapore. Indeed, it was the first public education project launched by the new 
government of Lee Kuan Yew. 
Tan introduced the HDB’s new type of flat for the lower-income group (Emergency type), which 
would be the first with a communal lavatory. Self-contained flats with two to three living rooms with 
kitchen, bathrooms, and “modern sanitation” were also offered.430 The monthly rent was to be S$20, and 
it was estimated it would cost the Government S$1,600 to build a single unit.431 Prior to this, rental units 
below S$20 per month did not contain a “WC” (the SIT labeled these “without modern sanitation”) – as 
shown in a chart produced by the SIT in 1955 that divided the low-cost flats into seven groups. (Fig. 3.15) 
Tan stated that the main concern of the HDB was with the housing needs of workers, and thus it was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
429 “Chairman’s Speech at Opening of Housing & Development Board Exhibition,” December 8, 1960. NAS, 
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in 1953 during the preparations for the Low Cost Housing Exhibition at New Delhi, this was the very first exhibition of 
this nature for all the rest of the new HDB staff.  
 
430 HDB Annual Report 1960, 32. 
 





necessary to bring rentals within the reach of lower-income groups. He presented a model of a low-cost 
one-room unit and a scheme for convertible furniture that the HDB would supply to tenants for free should 
they wish to have a set built for their flat. He concluded by reiterating that apart from the provision of 
public housing, the HDB assisted the Government in developing industrial sites, clearing lands, resettling 
displaced families, and building factories.432  
Housing, land clearance, resettlement and industry were integral, interrelated components of the 
HBD’s first five-year building program. The nine-day exhibition from December 10 to 18, 1960 presented 
flats (rather than houses) as the new homes for “workers with low incomes,” indicating the end of the 
artisan cottage and low-rise block construction. This was also demonstrated in the site choice for the 
display of housing plans and models, a triangulated site at the edge of the city center bounded by Albert 
Street, Selegie Road, and Short Street, which had been recently cleared of the shophouses marked for 
demolition. The entire staff of the HDB was mobilized for shift duty to answer questions and to hand out 
brochures and pamphlets on low-cost furniture. The exhibits were displayed in temporary pavilions (Halls 
1-4) where all phases of the functions of the HDB were presented to the public in the following order: 1. 
Management, 2. Planning, 3. Lands, 4. Surveys, 5. Resettlement, 6. Engineering, 7. Building, 8. Estates, 
and 9. Ancillary facilities (schools, crèches, markets, clinics, community centers, open spaces, etc.). Hall 
1 (Enquiry Pavilion) contained a general introduction of the organization by officers from the Secretariat 
and Finance department. Halls 2 and 3 contained visual explanations of the work to be undertaken by the 
respective departments, including estate maps, photographs, block and unit plans, as well as scaled 
models of proposed housing schemes. Hall 4 contained furnished full-scale models of the low-cost units. 
Other governmental authorities that had allied interests with the board, such as the Planning Department, 
the City Council (Parks and Gardens, Market and Hawkers, Cleansing, etc.), Health Department, 
Education Ministry, and People’s Association, were invited to display their activities at the Exhibition. 
Steel-framed canvas pitches housed 280 hawkers to sell food and drinks to visitors throughout the ten-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
432 “Opening of Housing and Development Board Exhibition in Selegie Road on 10th December 1960 at 10.30a.m.,” 





day exhibition. Adorned with colorful murals painted by Singapore Polytechnic students, the Exhibition 




Fig. 3.16 Low-Cost Housing Exhibition at cleared site off Selegie Road, December 10-18, 1960.   
 
The HDB showcased the two new towns of Queenstown and Toa Payoh, together with the 
Macpherson Road scheme comprising 1360 units of flats and shops, as well as new blocks for the Tiong 
Bahru Cemetery site (1360 flat units with 904 new emergency one-room flats at S$20 per month) and 
victims of the 1957 Kampong Tiong Bahru fire (1025 units of flats and shops). For the first time, the entire 
site plan of Queenstown – divided into five neighborhoods – was presented, with photos of individual sites 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





to illustrate the completed flats in Neighborhoods I and II, which contained the SIT’s Princess and 
Duchess estates.434 The HDB substantially revised the SIT’s plans for Neighborhoods II, IV and V 
according to new population projections, and the economy of building on solid ground to reduce piling 
costs; they also doubled the industrial estate plan at Tanglin Halt from 20 to 40 acres in anticipation of an 
increase in industrial development. Thus the HDB’s plan for a projected population of about 150,000 
instead of the 60,000 to 70,000 originally planned by the SIT showed clustered blocks of nine stories or 
more in varying orientations along or bounded by the road system. The model and an isometric view of 
the layout and its land use plan presented how it would house a population of 150,000 to 200,000.  
The HDB’s 1960 Queenstown plan was significantly expanded south and eastwards, with a 
denser traffic network than the SIT’s 1953 plan. (Figs. 3.17 and 3.18) The SIT’s housing layout was an 
elaboration of the open development principle in Tiong Bahru, whereby each block of flats would directly 
face a green open space, resulting in clusters of two to four blocks enclosing a green open space. The 
HDB’s higher blocks are more closely spaced and the proportion of each cluster of blocks to an open 
space was greater. In certain areas, the parallel arrangement of eight or more blocks meant that the open 
space designated for such clusters may not be visible from the units or directly accessed from each block. 
The HDB also reoriented the majority of blocks to align east-west so that the longitudinal elevations faced 
north and south. The SIT’s planning principle of open development is visible in their plan, where the 
variations in housing clusters appear to be driven by the existing road network and topography, but still 
present a coherent vision overall. The formal relationship between housing and the vehicular traffic 
network is also established, as the blocks are aligned parallel to the roads. Comparatively, the HDB’s 
plan appears piecemeal and fragmented; on the whole, the planning idea, especially the relationship 
between housing, open space, and traffic, is less evident.  
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Fig. 3.17 The SIT’s plan for Queenstown, 1953.  
 




Having delineated the communal exterior spaces from the flat and its interior, the HDB instructed 
its new tenants on how to live. Accompanying the exhibits was a film, “The People’s Singapore: 
Progress,” produced by the Ministry of Culture in collaboration with the HDB, which showcased a one-
room flat furnished in lightweight, collapsible furniture and showing how four people could live comfortably 
within.435 The one-, two-, three-room flat types were made “habitable” in the exhibition of low-cost 
furniture based on the theme of a “transformable interior,” as conceived of by Tan Cheng Siong, a student 
from the Singapore Polytechnic and winner of the HDB’s low-cost furniture design competition. The low-
cost and lightweight furniture could be converted from the living room set during the day, to a bedroom 
set at night. According to the Board’s architect-planner Alan Choe, “[t]his exhibition of multi-purpose 
furniture may show people how to live in a one-bedroom flat” with the aim of educating “tenants on the 
use of low-cost furniture in Board’s flats.”436 It proved so popular and effective (queues of people lined up 
daily to see the sample furniture) that the HDB organized an exhibition to furnish a two-room flat at the 
new MacPherson Estate for an exhibition on low-cost furniture the following year, on August 12-20, with 
Choe as the chairman of the exhibition sub-committee.437 Two competitions, one for the invited 
participants and the other open to the public, were held in conjunction with the exhibition. Sixty firms, 
including the Family Planning Association, the Singapore Anti-Tuberculosis Association, and 38 design 
firms, furnished the 56 flats that were exhibited.438 The top prize went to the Singapore Polytechnic 
Architectural Society for its cost-effective and original design.439 (Fig. 3.19) 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
435 “The People’s Singapore: Progress,” NAS, 1982000305. Here, the focus was on the housing and public amenities 
provided by the new PAP government. The 12-minute black-and-white documentary showed ongoing major 
infrastructural work and road widening, health campaigns, a family planning exhibition, the HDB exhibition flats, the 
opening of various community centers and selection of school sites, and performances at the newly opened National 
Theater. Each of these events was officiated by a Minister or high-level parliamentary member.  
436 “Exhibit Will Teach How to Furnish a One-Room Flat,” The Straits Times, December 5, 1960, 4. 
 
437 “The Man behind the Big Show,” The Singapore Free Press, August 12, 1961, 10.  
 
438 See “60 Firms Join Exhibition of Low-Cost Furniture for Flats,” The Singapore Free Press, July 10, 1961, 7, and 
“Gas Cooking for All,” The Singapore Free Press, August 12, 1961, 8. 
 





   
Fig. 3.19 The model one-room unit for a family of four furnished with low-cost, light and collapsible furniture based on 
the winner’s design from the competition organized by the HDB, 1960. Each flat contained one sofa/bed, a folding 
double-decker bed, a cupboard with shelves, a worktable with drawers, a dining/study table, a two-way folding chair 
and folding stool. Left: Construction of furniture by the youths of Boys’ Town (a social enterprise which provides 
shelter and vocational training for youths from underprivileged backgrounds). Right: A family testing out the model 
furniture.  
 
By equating the notion of improvement in housing with the addition of a sanitary element (“WC”) 
in the plan, the HDB was on the one hand extending the century-old [British] argument that sanitation and 
disease underpin state housing provision; on the other, and more pointedly, it was effectively matching 
the new and improved mode of living that it desired for its citizens with specific architectural designs. In 
the HDB flats, the private lavatory in the “one-room emergency self-contained flat” was a definitive shift 
away from the communal lavatory in the SIT’s low-cost (less than S$20/month) flats, which were mainly 
two-story artisan houses. The same argument for communal housing for the working class was made by 
the Resettlement Department of Hong Kong for the Mark I and Mark II blocks built in 1956 to house the 
victims of the 1953 Shek Kip Mei Fire.440 The HDB flats did not contain communal lavatories at all.  
Since the launch of the housing program in Hong Kong, there arose many public comparisons 
between the efforts of the two colonial bodies – the SIT and the Resettlement Department. The SIT was 
accused on many occasions of being utopian, too detached from the actual realities of Singapore’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
440 The Resettlement Department was set up in 1954 and built a total of twenty-five estates between then and the 





housing problem.441 The Mark 1 resettlement housing blocks at Shek Kip Mei, built by the colonial 
government in the late 1950s in Hong Kong, contained gallery-accessed one-room units accessed by four 
stair cores. The connector block contained communal functions such as kitchens, bathrooms, and 
lavatories. The accommodation of communal functions in a connector block resembles the Soviet 
transitional type housing – the dom kommuna - of the late 1920s, most notably the Narkomfin housing 
complex designed by Moisei Ginzburg and Ignaty Milinis, which was completed in 1930. In the Mark block, 
the double-loaded corridors were communal not just by designation but in their everyday use; they were 
extensions of the small flat interiors and connections between the sleeping quarters, lavatories and 
kitchens.  
In contrast, the corridors of the SIT and HDB were programmed for circulation rather than social 
interaction. The SIT only designed single-loaded corridors and these were found only in blocks of self-
contained two-to-four-room flats. The HDB’s emergency flats from 1960, with either single-or double-
loaded corridors, resembled the block form of the early Mark types but differed from the communal 
models in that the corridors were intended primarily for circulation rather than spaces of habitation or 
public social life. Whenever there was an extension of the activities of the unit interior into the corridor, 
these were driven by a different set of motivations – more of individual caprice than reasons of necessity 
programmed by the block design. The HDB’s seven-story H-block at Queenstown Neighborhood V 
contained a combination of self-contained two- and three-room flats accessed by six stair cores. The 
connector block contained two-room units. The H-block in Hong Kong was generated by the need for 
efficiency and access, and arguably the direct expression of “form follows function,” whereas the H-block 
in Singapore was simply one of many self-contained types that the HDB built. (Fig. 3.20)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
441 One of the harshest criticisms of the comparison comes from an anonymous letter to the Straits Times by 
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provide “a lavatory for every 18 rooms – roughly for every hundred people – blocks of seven stories without a single 
elevator,” as was the case in the two-year old housing program in Hong Kong. “As I Was Saying,” The Straits Times, 
September 13, 1958, 6. The response by SIT Chairman A.B. Sewell was that “in Hong Kong a quick answer was 
needed because of the hopeless refugee situation,” whereas in Singapore resettlement meant providing a home or 
farming facilities for those who needed to be resettled. “Govt. Policy Will Decide SIT Plans,” The Straits Times, 
December 29, 1958, 4. In the following year, during a public announcement to launch the new government’s five-year 
building program following the demise of the SIT, the Minister of National Development Tan Kia Gan stated that the 
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Fig. 3.20 A comparison of the H-block type. Left: Mark 1 H-block with one-room units and double-loaded corridors in 
Shek Kip Mei Resettlement Estate, Hong Kong, c.1956. Tenants could rent two back-to-back units and remove the 
single-brick wall partition between them to create a larger unit to accommodate their larger families. The connector 
block contained the communal kitchens, bathrooms and lavatories. Right: The HDB’s H-block in Neighborhood V, 
Queenstown, Singapore, c.1962. Despite the similar H-form, all the two- and three-room (one and two bedrooms) 
units were self-contained. The connector block contained four two-room (one bedroom) units.  
 
In the 1960s, the exchanges between Hong Kong and Singapore took on other public forms – the 
most significant being the Symposium on the Design of High Buildings, organized by the Engineering 
Department of the University of Hong Kong from September 11-15, 1961. Chief Architect Teh Cheang 
Wan, together with Director of Public Works (PWD) W.H. Ng, and Assistant Structural Engineer of the 
HDB Sin Eng Tan, attended the Symposium.442 The fifth session, entitled “Architectural Considerations” 
was moderated by Robert H. Matthew and discussed four papers. Matthew, professor and founder of the 
Housing Research Unit (renamed the Architecture Research Unit in 1965) at the University of Edinburgh, 
highlighted the problem of high buildings in historic city centers by comparing the work of the LCC and of 
the Moscow Municipality. He analyzed that the latter planned their seven skyscrapers while the 
“Metropolitan Village” still largely retained its historic character of two- and three-story buildings.443 He 
pointed out that “unless there is a very real change of tempo in the direction of large-scale re-planning – 
or in the jargon of today, “urban renewal” – high-rise building will inevitably get out of hand and away 
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443 Robert H. Matthew, “The Planning and Location of High Buildings,” in Symposium on the Design of High Buildings: 
Proceedings of a Meeting Held in September 1961 as Part of the Golden Jubilee Congress of the University of Hong, 





ahead of planning, with possibly disastrous effects for the future.”444 The paper titled “Thoughts on the 
Architecture of High Buildings” presented by Wallace G. Gregory, professor of Architecture and Dean of 
Engineering from 1967 to 1970, situated “high building” as a phase in a tradition of architecture that went 
back to “the ancient times in the various civilizations of both East and West.”445  
Jon A. Prescott, the only practicing architect (A.R.I.B.A. and later H.K.I.A.) on the panel, 
presented a comparative analysis of high buildings to consider the formal question – that the relationship 
of high buildings to the urban landscape involves a consideration of social derivatives, followed by 
reference to questions of scale and traditional-versus-contemporary expressions of urban values. “In 
architecture,” he states, “the space between forms, the functioning of forms, the structure of forms, as 
well as the forms themselves, all really present a single synthesis of a set of circumstances.”446 He 
discussed the design of tall buildings through six moments: 1. Architectural expression arising from 
machine production; 2. Development of tall buildings as individual blocks (such as the buildings in 
Chicago in the 1880s and 1890s to the drawings of Hugh Ferriss in the 1920s); 3. Tall Buildings in 
Conscious Relationship (as with Sant’Elia’s La Citta Nuova (1914), Le Corbusier’s and Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s cities, and the visualization of three-dimensional, multi-level urban experiences as seen through 
László Moholy-Nagy’s The New Vision and Mendelssohn’s 1925 sketch book on New York and Chicago); 
4. Ideal Environments: A New Basis; 5. Some Actual Forms of Detailed Expression; and 6. Intuitive 
Relationship replaced by Scientific Reason. Prescott traces the positive change in attitude towards 
vertical building to Walter Gropius’s discussions on rational building in 1935, stating “that the height limit 
imposed by regulations is an irrational restriction which has hampered evolution in design. Restriction of 
the number of dwellings per acre is, of course, a very necessary safeguard, but one that has nothing to 
do with the height of the buildings.”447  
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445 Wallace G. Gregory, “Thoughts on the Architecture of High Buildings,” in Symposium on the Design of High 
Buildings, 343. See also, “High Buildings,” HK Builder 16, no. 2 (1961): 45.  
 
446 Jon A. Prescott, “Formal Values and High Buildings,” in Symposium on the Design of High Buildings, 353.  
 






According to Prescott, subsequent to Gropius’ assertions, H.E. Beckett of the Department of 
Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR) in England investigated the mathematical relationships of 
blocks arranged in parallel rows for light and density, concluding that for a given population density, an 
increase in building height will always improve lighting conditions. Studies were made of differently 
shaped blocks – slab, cruciform, and Y – in alternate relationships to establish the principles behind the 
best conditions for good light and high density. Beckett’s findings led the Building Research Station and 
the Ministry of Town and Country Planning to develop a form of development control based on day-
lighting availability and access, which was subsequently applied by the LCC for comprehensive 
development areas.448 The information was disseminated via the respective Building Research Stations 
(BRS) to the colonies.449 Their most direct impact on SIT housing was in terms of new methods of 
prefabricating building components (such as columns and slabs), new bakau-piling methods, and new 
building materials, including fire-resistant roofing and durable flooring materials.450 At the end of his 
historical excursus, Prescott concludes that “the High Building should be commercially and architecturally 
additive, dynamically related, not static; completely determined, only within a discipline which allows 
flexibility.”451  
Teh and his two colleagues were among the 153 participants, the majority of whom were 
representatives from various municipal departments in Hong Kong and local practitioners (architects and 
engineers) there to learn from the “foreign experts.”452 For Teh, the Hong Kong architects and planners in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
448 H.E. Beckett, “Population Density and the Heights of Buildings,” Trans. Illum. Eng. Soc. (July 1942): 75. 
 
449 The plan and model of Queenstown showcased at the “Singapore Builds” Exhibition, sponsored by Institute of 
Architects of Malaya with support from the Society of Malayan Architects, revealed the dominance of scientific 
reasoning on the planning of the new town, location and design of the blocks. The aim was to show “what Singapore 
has done for the man who has his own house built to taste, the man who chooses the suburban life of the housing 
estate and the man who chooses a flat built by private or public endeavor.” Color applied to blocks at Queenstown 
and Kallang were meant to introduce character and variety to the types. “Singapore and the Architects,” The Straits 
Times September 15, 1958, 1. See also, G. Anthony Atkinson, “British Architects in the Tropics,” AAJ 69, no. 773 
(June 1953): 7-21. Atkinson had visited Singapore in February 1952 and engaged Singapore architects and planners 
in discussions on building problems in the tropics.  
450 Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1927-1947, 24-25, 28-29. See also, “Malayan Test for 
Roofing Materials,” The Straits Times, October 21, 1952, 12, and “Modern Flooring Must Be Decorative as well as 
Durable,” The Singapore Free Press, January 19, 1955, 11.  
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452 The only local Chinese who presented a paper was L.K. Chen of Hong Kong’s Department of Engineering. L.K. 




the audience, the relevance of the high building and the need for comprehensive planning in response to 
urban renewal for the contexts in which they were building, provided the impetus for their planning and 
building policies. As part of his trip, Teh visited the Housing Society and the Housing Authority and their 
estates to study the housing problems there and their methods of solving the problems.453 At the end of 
his visit, Teh concluded that “Singapore is much better off as regards to public housing than Hong 
Kong.”454 Comparing the tenements, he claimed that the standard of the cubicles built by the resettlement 
Department was “inferior to anything we have built in Singapore.” As for the flats built by the Housing 
Society and Housing Authority, they were similar to the one-room emergency flats built by the HDB but 
according to Teh, were higher in rent. He credited the discrepancy in part to the predominance of private 
enterprise in Hong Kong that extended into the area of housing. Nonetheless, the lessons drawn from the 
Symposium, specifically in terms of building density and height, and improving orientation, made their 
way into the HDB’s design and planning almost immediately.  
1961 was a milestone year for the HDB in that it had exceeded its target of 7,096 units listed in 
the Development Plan 1961-1964.455 It also established a direct relationship with the Singapore 
Polytechnic, which offered training schemes for the Board’s officers to obtain diplomas in many areas of 
expertise, from Architecture and Draftsmanship to Accountancy and Building Inspection (42 HDB officers 
were on the part-time diploma track in 1961).456 Within the first five-year housing program (1960-1965), 
there was a shift from in situ to partial prefabricated construction, from the “traditional” reinforced concrete 
with infilled hollow block walls to steel-joist frames with precast concrete floor flabs and hollow block 
partition walls. Despite the relatively heavy initial investment, this soon resulted in quicker and cheaper 
construction because of the scale and quantities at which the HDB was building. In 1963, HDB sent its 
Chief Architect Teh to make a one-month study tour of industrialized methods of construction in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
453 They would very likely have visited the Model Housing Estate (1954) built by the Hong Kong Housing Society; the 
Shek Kip Mei Estate in Shamshuipo (1956) and the Sai Wan Estate in Kennedy Town (1958) built by the Hong Kong 
Housing Authority. Construction for the Ming Wah Dai Ha by the Housing Society was just about to begin (1962-78). 
 
454 “Singapore Housing Is Much Better than Hong Kong,” The Singapore Free Press, October 12, 1961, 3. 
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Soviet Union and other European countries. Upon his return, he initiated the formation of a local firm to 
use a French system of construction and as their first project, and they constructed ten blocks of ten-story 
flats (1,200 units) in Macpherson at a cost lower than with the traditional construction method.457 This 
marked the beginning of prefabricated methods of construction to Singapore.  
The number of units built almost doubled between 1961 and 1962 with a quarter of the 12,230 
units completed in Queenstown (Neighborhoods I, II and V completed and occupied, half of 
Neighborhood IV completed, and earthworks in Neighborhood III finalized).458 This was symptomatic of 
the technocratic “scientific” approach towards the HDB’s public housing that was solidified in the first 
decade (1959-1969). The flat types produced during this period were replications of the endless 
rectilinear blocks found in Europe, not unlike the urban proposals of Le Corbusier and Ludwig 
Hilberseimer. They were at once projective and anticipating a community of the healthy educated class 
that was yet to come. At the same time, the types were configured primarily by reasons of expediency in 
layout and access, and economic efficiency. Each neighborhood embodied the socialist ideals that were 
symptomatic of the larger project of nation building. In particular, each contained a commercial center, a 
community center, a number of schools for different levels, and religious buildings. (Fig. 3.21)  
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Fig. 3.21 Plan of Neighborhood 4, Queenstown. The neighborhood consists entirely of linear slab blocks mostly 
facing south or southeast. The neighborhood shopping center comprises the blocks that are colored black. Across the 
neighborhood center are a church, a primary and a secondary school. Across the road to the north are three more 
schools, and across Queensway to the northeast are a community center, a mosque, and a vocational institute. At 
the southeast corner of the neighborhood are a police station and another church. A small industrial estate is located 
on the northwest corner.  
 
The Symposium in Hong Kong made a visible impact on the HDB’s estate planning and housing 
design. In particular, Teh’s visit to the housing estates in Hong Kong seemed to have inflected the 
planning of housing estates adjacent to industrial estates such as at Alexandra Hill, Redhill, and 
Kallang.459 In the Hong Kong public housing estates at Shek Kip Mei, for example, tenants had to 
commute long distances to work or were engaged in informal industrial activities within their domestic 
space to the extent that the units resembled the squats from which they were moved. The HDB avoided 
this by planning the industrial estate within or adjacent to the housing estate. At the same time, from 1962, 
the HDB began to focus on urban renewal. With the help of Norwegian Town Planning expert Erik E. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Lorange, who was assigned to the Board under the U.N. Technical Assistance Program from February to 
July 1962, the HDB began to prepare for a comprehensive team to launch its Urban Renewal Program.460 
Teh and his team began to develop an “urban renewal scheme prototype” in the city center and its 
periphery, which combined flats, a shopping center, and a park within a building complex.  
The Selegie House, the first of its type and the “showpiece” of the HDB, was opened by the Prime 
Minister on May 31, 1963.461 It was deemed the “most grandiose project in the HDB’s drive to reshape 
Singapore,” and the HDB had spent S$1 million to buy the two-acre site from several householders living 
in the area. The land cost the government S$10 per square foot, compared to ten cents per square foot at 
Queenstown.462 At 180 feet high, the 20-story block scheme was the tallest residential building and fifth 
tallest building in Singapore at the time. The scheme consisted of one 20-story block and two blocks of 
ten-story buildings orientated lengthwise north to south. The blocks were linked by four rows of two-story 
blocks to form two internal open-air courts. The 20-story block contained 39 shops, one restaurant 
cantilevered above the ground floor entrance and 505 two-, three-, and four-room flats.463 The ten-story 
school to the south – the tallest on the entire island – was opened earlier in the year. The “circular” 
parking space was designed in consideration of the one-way traffic system.464 In many respects, the 
building complex was a response to Robert Matthew’s challenge for the planning and location of high 
buildings – that it must be part of a larger plan of the city and anticipate the development of the larger 
area, rather than be conceived in isolation. (Figs. 3.22 and 3.23)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
460 “20-year Programme for Development of a New Singapore,” The Straits Times, June 9, 1967, 6.  
 
461 “A Housing Board Achievement,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 13. See also, “3,500 People Get Banking 
Service at their Doorstep,” The Straits Times, August 24, 1963, 15.  
 
462 “Lee: ‘Spacemen’ in Singapore Not Good for Us,” The Straits Times, June 1, 1963, 4. 
 
463 “Selegie House,” HDB Annual Report 1963, cover and 29. There is a discrepancy in the number of housing units 
reported by The Straits Times, which put the total at 466, with 24 two-room, 409 three-room, and 33 four-room units. 
“A Housing Board achievement,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 13, and “Specially Built for Tenants’ 
Convenience,” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 14.  
 







Fig. 3.22 The HDB’s Selegie House. Top: Aerial view of Selegie House with shophouses in the foreground. Bottom: 




     
 
Fig. 3.23 The HDB’s Selegie House. Top left: Axonometric view of Selegie house showing the blocks connected by 
the “plinth” of shops. Top right: Typical Plan of Selegie House showing two-, three-, and four-room units. Bottom: A 






Exhibition of Visionary Architecture and Housing, 1963  
The Selegie House opened almost two months after the joint-exhibition on Visionary Architecture 
and Housing closed on April 9. Visionary Architecture was the exhibit on loan to the National Library by 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York. It consisted of 74 large photo panels, which contained 45 of the 
“most imaginative” projects by 30 architects. This was the same exhibition held at the MOMA between 
September 29 and December 4, 1960. It had traveled through various parts of Europe and then Australia 
and New Zealand before arriving in Singapore. Sponsored by the HDB, the Exhibition was described as 
including “designs for underground cities, buildings that incorporate roads, roads that incorporate 
buildings, cities built in water, bridges, theaters… glass pyramids, concrete bowls, mushroom-shaped 
houses, spirals, and a building shaped like a flight of steps.”465 Tied to this exhibit was the Housing in 
Singapore Exhibition, which presented photographs, models, and drawings of the actual housing projects 
built by the HDB in Singapore.  
MOMA’s Visionary Architecture collection arrived in Singapore on March 10, 1963.466 The 
exhibition was opened by the Minister for Culture Sinnathamby Rajaratnam (1915-2006), on March 18.467 
He spoke of the transformation of a vision into reality in Singapore’s public housing and reinforced the 
HDB’s purpose for the joint exhibition, which was to situate the HDB’s projects as schemes that were no 
less visionary yet had been and were in the process of being realized. In his opening address, he 
declared that “[n]ow in this exhibition you see that beauty, light and color are not only for the privileged 
few. In these photographs and models you see a vision that has become a reality for something like 17 
per cent of the population… An artist’s dream, combined with the skill of architects, planners and builders, 
provides homes for 300,000 people.”468 Rajaratnam’s words resonated with those of Arthur Drexler, 
Director of the MOMA’s Department of Architecture and Design, who says in the press release of 
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September 29, 1960, that a true visionary project usually combines a criticism of society with a strong 
preference for certain forms. He states:  
In the past such projects were unbuildable for one or both of two reasons: they may have 
been technically impossible to execute at the time they were designed, or society could 
find neither the justification nor the money for their construction. Today virtually nothing 
an architect can think of is technically impossible to realize. Social usage, which includes 
economics, determines what is visionary and what is not… Visionary projects, like Plato’s 
ideal forms, cast their shadows over into the real world of experience, expense and 
frustration. If we could learn what they have to teach, we might exchange irrelevant 
rationalization for more useful critical standards. Vision and reality might then coincide.469  
Drexler’s words also recall Gropius’ questioning of building height regulations as an irrational restriction 
that hampered evolution in design. In sponsoring “an exhibition of twentieth century architecture 
considered too revolutionary to build,” were the HDB and the Government sponsoring the avant-garde? 
To be sure, the HDB was making the claim that it was able to actualize the visionary and to make 
seemingly impossible visions accessible to the population. The HDB acknowledged that it sponsored the 
Visionary Architecture Exhibition with the aim to promote “architectural consciousness among [the] 
people.” In the Housing Exhibition statement, the HBD states that “the aim of the exhibition is to show to 
the public that the board is not merely concerned with building houses but is also conscious of creating 
environments and amenities for its tenants.”470 So this time, instead of the HDB sending delegates to 
acquire knowledge, it brought the materials via the exhibition home to educate the Singapore public, 
targeting not only its tenants and potential tenants as the audience, but also local practitioners and 
students of architecture, planning, and engineering.  
Although most of the projects featured in Visionary Architecture were not specifically housing 
schemes, almost all of them were forms of urbanism that involved the integration of architecture, 
infrastructure (bridges, roads, highways, and traffic systems) and urban renewal. At the scale of the 
building, the Selegie House, with its capacity to house a community of up to 3,500 people, was a 
demonstration of the HDB’s grandiose claims. Planned in consideration with parking, it was also Teh’s 
rectilinear version of Louis Kahn’s circular hollow parking garages/hotels for the Center City, which were 
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rationalized around the traffic patterns of downtown Philadelphia. Kahn’s 1957 proposal was one of the 
45 projects included in the Exhibition. (Fig. 3.24) Notwithstanding this curated affiliation, the HDB’s 
housing estates were more visionary in the scope of their planning and the speed at which they were built, 
less in terms of innovation in formal expression and spatial intricacy. It was primarily the young architects 
in private practice who began to experiment with architectural and housing types concurrently. In the 
1970s, architects like Timothy Seow and Tan Cheng Siong of Archurban Architects Planners attempted to 
break away from the usual linear and homogeneous configurations and experimented with the building 
section in terms of various split levels within the unit and the relationship between the private and public 
areas.471  (Figs. 3.25 and 3.26) 
 
 
Fig. 3.24 Traffic-rationalized housing. Top: Louis Kahn, Traffic Study project, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania – Plan of 
proposed traffic-movement pattern, c.1956. From Team 10 Primer. Bottom: Site plan of the Selegie House showing 
the triangulated plot – the orientation of the complex was determined by the traffic pattern, but unlike Kahn’s circular 
building derived from the diagram of traffic flow, it was derived from an internal logic which included the creation of 
two courts for light and air access for each unit and the provision of outdoor parking lots that abut the sides of the 
blocks.  
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Fig. 3.25 Visionary Architecture and Housing Exhibition at the National Library of Singapore, 1963. Top: Minister of 
Culture S. Rajaratnam and philanthropist Lee Kong Chian being briefed on the exhibits at the opening of the 
exhibition on March 18. They were standing in front of Kiyonori Kikutake’s drawings for the Marine City project. 
Bottom: 25-story Futura Apartments by Timothy Seow & partners (1969-1976) – photograph and Plan showing three 
radial wings linked by a central service core. Each of the four-bedroom apartments contains geometrically shaped 






	  	   	  
	  	  
	   	  
Fig. 3.26 Tallest and densest residential building in Singapore in 1976 – 38-story Pearl Bank Apartments at Outram 
Park by Tan Cheng Siong of ArchUrban (1969-1976). Each floor contains eight apartments of two, three, and four 
bedrooms. Top: Photograph and aerial perspective with sectional cutout showing the split-levels expressed in the 
building façade. Middle: Sectional perspective of a typical split-level unit. Bottom left: Typical unit plan. Bottom right: 




During the politically unstable months leading up to Singapore’s merger with Malaysia on 
September 16, 1963, the Visionary Architecture and Housing Exhibition lent the PAP Government and 
their architects the forms and concepts required to convey their visions. By the middle of 1963, the HDB 
had already acquired a reputation for building housing expediently and economically. A visiting ECAFE 
(Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East) expert summarized this: “Not only does the State’s 
five-year plan call for and provide for 10,000 units a year for its 1.75 million people, but what is more 
creditable is that they are being built in the context of communities, a composite neighborhood complete 
with school, playing park and other self-contained facilities.”472 (Fig. 3.27) Amidst the merger with 
Malaysia and the ensuing unrest triggered by the arrests of 15 leaders of the Communist United Front on 
October 9, the work of HDB did not cease.473 Instead, aided by the two-month visit of the three-man UN 
expert team in July and August, the Board managed to push ahead with its Urban Renewal Plan, which it 
then implemented in 1964. Alan Choe, then in his late twenties, was appointed the first Head of the Urban 
Renewal Unit of the HDB, which became a full department in 1966. In 1974, the URD became a statutory 
board under the MND, like the HDB, with Choe as its first General Manager.  
Choe learned much from the UN team, particularly from New York City lawyer Charles Abrams. 
He studied the successes and failures of the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) as a reference 
for “best practices” in the definition of clearance, the exercise of eminent domain, and the restructuring of 
public housing finance.474 Choe recognized that the issues dealt with by the NYCHA were more directly 
mapped onto the challenges faced in Singapore, rather than the LCC, which the SIT was more affiliated 
with; he eagerly mined the New York experience for construction techniques and funding strategies. In 
the first three years, between 1964 and 1966, he was the only staff member of the Urban Renewal Unit, 
working closely with Teh and his team to develop the Urban Renewal Scheme for the City Center. At the 
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advice of the experts and with the blessings of the Board, he took an urban renewal study tour of Europe 
and America, with a week in Tokyo, between April and August 1965.475  
   
Fig.3.27 Urban Renewal project in the City Center – The Selegie House, as celebrated in The Straits Times, c.1963.   
 
The National Housing Exhibition, 1965 
By 1964, the HDB prided itself for having eased the acute housing shortage and being able to 
build “a flat every 45 minutes”476 to such an extent that it was able to focus on the question of home 
ownership. It was entrusted to implement the HOS launched by the MND with the basic objective of 
encouraging “a property-owning democracy in Singapore.”477 It seemed, at least momentarily, that the 
ideas behind the Visionary Architecture Exhibition had been archived – that is, until the eve of 
Independence. On July 21, 1965, the HDB held a month-long series of celebrations to mark the 
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completion of its first five-year housing program with an exhibition at the former Outram Prison. The site 
of the exhibition coincided with the pending demolition of the prison in preparation for the HDB’s inaugural 
public housing program in the city center. At the exhibition, the HDB unveiled its two-fold vision – one for 
the city’s core and the other for the largest satellite town that the HDB could claim to be of its own 
design.478  
Leading up to this occasion, on May 16 1963, Prime Minister Lee had already laid the foundation 
stone for the new Cantonment Road Estate, proclaiming the move to spearhead the remodeling of “old 
Singapore.” This new, multi-million-dollar housing program, conceived with the blessings of UN experts, 
would eventually cover an extensive area that included the entire Tanjong Pagar-Anson-Telok Blangah-
Sepoy Lines harbor area. It meant the demolition of the Outram Prison and the reshaping of the skyline 
that immediately fronted the harbor.479 Demolition of the prison began in February 1966, and the 
construction of the largest single public housing complex undertaken by the URD (accommodating 12,500 
people) began 13 months later. The Outram Park Complex was expected to generate millions of dollars in 
property taxes and create jobs for thousands of people, a far cry from the days when 760 people, mostly 
prisoners, occupied the 38 acres of land.480 (Fig. 3.28) 
The 1965 Housing Exhibition at Outram Park prepared the ground for the housing and shopping 
center complex. It occupied five acres of ground with three exhibition pavilions on landscaped grounds 
with a garden and children’s playground. The first two presented the existing housing estates and sites for 
future development, including all the housing schemes completed under the first five-year building 
program. The last pavilion presented the housing schemes under the second five-year building program 
(1966-1970), featuring Toa Payoh New Town and the urban renewal program for precincts North 1 and 
South 1 (north and south of the Singapore River, which included Chinatown), heralded in The Straits 
Times as the “most ambitious project in Southeast Asia.”481 As with the 1960 Low-Cost Housing 
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Exhibition, the “crowd puller” was the full-sized one-room improved flat furnished to portray “the 
improvement of the standard of living of the Singapore people.” The HDB presented these flats as “an 
improvement on the one-room emergency flats constructed under the first five-year plan.” At eight square 
meters larger than the one-room unit, the improved unit consists of an alcove, a balcony accessible from 
the bath and kitchen, and a rubbish chute that could be accessed from within each flat. By the time the 
exhibition drew to a close in August, Singapore had become an independent nation.482  
 
   
Fig. 3.28 From colonial prison compound to housing complex. Top: Aerial view of the Outram Prison to be 
demolished for the Outram Road redevelopment under the Urban Renewal Scheme, c.1963. Bottom left: Aerial view 
of Outram Road redevelopment scheme under construction. Bottom right: Model showing the gallery-accessed flats 
above a multi-story shopping complex under the redevelopment scheme.  
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Henceforth, the nationalist agenda dominated all public events that pertained to Singapore’s 
urban and domestic environment. Concurrent to the Outram Park Exhibition were events that reinforced 
notions of a Singaporean domesticity. Three separate events – an Ideal Home exhibition hosted by the 
YWCA (August 3-9, 1965) at Victoria Memorial Hall, the HDB’s inaugural model tenants’ award ceremony 
at the National Theater (July 1965), and Seow Peck Leng’s 1965 Report on New Life in New Homes – 
took on the task of acknowledging the roles of women in constructing new homes within the new 
nation.483 The aim of the Ideal Home Exhibition was for the “women of the YWCA” to “help plan an ideal 
home within every family’s budget” and “to show Singapore housewives and newly-wed couples how to 
decorate their homes either the inexpensive way or the luxury way, the furniture to buy and where to buy 
them.”484 Seow’s Report, which was predicated on the comprehensive survey of Chinese families who 
moved from city slums to HDB housing, placed women at the center of the household based on the new 
nuclear family structure accommodated within the HDB flat. Underlying all these seemingly disparate 
events was the agenda of fostering a multi-racial community. The HDB demonstrated this by rewarding 
1,210 of its tenants with gifts of household appliances and other prizes.485 Another aim of the Ideal Home 
Exhibition, highlighted by the guest of honor First Lady Puan Noor Aishah in her opening speech, was to 
bring together the multi-racial community.486  
Through the Exhibition and the Report, the improved HDB unit was fashioned as a haptic dwelling 
place with the added function of maternal surveillance. Bruno Taut’s assertion (after Christine Frederick’s 
efficiency diagrams) that a woman’s way of inhabiting space creates and modifies architecture found 
expression within the HDB flat. As a counterpoint to the typical aerial and external photographic views of 
the estates and the blocks, the furnished home with the woman at its center made the type-plans 
accessible to the largely patriarchal public. Seow believed that women’s organizations should play a 
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major role in the housing projects. “Life in a Flat is entire different” from that in Chinatown and the 
kampongs,” Seow asserts in the Report; “the sense of possession, the joy of possessing and a sense of 
responsibility for the safety of these possessions” marked the beginning of house-pride and if properly 
developed, and “can bring about a definitely raised standard of living.” Photographs of women taking on 
the central role “at home” within the domestic confines of the flat are accompanied by captions such as 
“Children enjoy mother’s company at home in one of the new Housing Board Flats while father is at 
work,” and “house pride and closely knit smaller family unit are evident in the picture of this family in one 
of the new Housing Board Flats.”487 The housing estate, an extension of the familial home, was also 
presented in relation to women and their families: “The more educated and more enlightened women in 
the Housing Estates can play a very important role in the elevation of living standards in their respective 
Estates, especially where Community Centers exist.”488 Seow and the women “surveyors” behind the 
Report highlighted the promotion of “understanding among women from the various races” as one of the 
activities of the Persatuan Wanita Singapura. These activities included women members dressing in 
“traditional fashions,” morning coffee with women of a Malay village as part of the PWS’s village project to 
promote literacy, and the organization of social functions to bring together Chinese members from HDB 
flats and members from the Malay Kampongs.489  
A comparison between Taut’s “improved [three-room] apartment” published in The New Dwelling 
(1924) and the HDB’s improved three-room unit (HDBAR 1965) reveals the difference in the definition of 
improvement embodied in the plans. Taut used dotted arrows in his apartment plans to show that the 
kitchen (linked to the dining table) was the focus of activity in the domestic interior, where the woman was 
at the helm.490 Like Frederick’s kitchen diagrams of efficiency, his diagrams of the apartment were 
introverted, focused inward on the interaction between the family/occupants of each individual apartment. 
Each set of stairs opened up to two apartments, a configuration similar to the SIT’s low-rise flats at Tiong 
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Bahru, but differed from the HDB’s improved three-room type, which was sandwiched between the 
communal “access balcony” or public corridor, and the private balcony within each flat. The HDB’s plan, 
closer to the post-war high-rise types by Le Corbusier, Lluís Sert, the Smithsons and others, differed 
specifically in that the flats were individualized yet extroverted. Communality was expressed by collective 
visibility and access, but not in terms of shared amenities such as kitchens, bathrooms, and toilets, unlike 
the early Mark types in Hong Kong of the 1950s and the Soviet dom kommuna types.  
The improved version of the three-room flat saw the addition of eight square meters whereby the 
kitchen was tripled in floor area, the balcony enlarged, and the bath and WC were split into two separate 
rooms and pushed to the exterior of façade with access from the balcony. This allowed for a through 
visual access and cross-ventilation from the front door to the back of the flat and beyond to the exterior. 
Also, every room in the improved unit has a window to the exterior.491 The redrawing of the plan following 
Taut shows that the woman in the improved three-room flat is not just the “creator” of the domestic interior, 
but also of the community extending beyond the individual flat. Thus, whereas Taut’s plan presented the 
efficient domesticity of the interior, the HDB’s improved plan extends from the exterior, the corridor, 
through the apartment to the balcony. (Fig. 3.29) Improvement here includes not only the revision of the 
plan to increase space, light, and air (though not the furniture), but encompasses and fosters the social 
life of the family, in keeping with the government’s agenda of social development. To this extent, the 
project of the HDB and that of the nation was synonymous.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
491 The work at the Development and Tropical Studies headed by Otto Koenigsberger and the work of Maxwell Fry 
and Jane Drew were key references for the HDB’s emphasis on climate and the environment in siting the blocks of 
flats and planning the units. Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew, Tropical Architecture in the Dry and Humid Zones (New 
York: Reinhold Publishing Corporation, 1964). They attempted to illustrate how climate affected the living patterns of 
migrant types in Singapore and Malaya, and yet pointed out later that economic factors played a significant role in the 
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points (first drafted in 1949) in the “Appendix XV: Space and Accommodation Standards for Low-cost Housing in the 
Tropics” (248) was met by the HDB in their flat design. Tyrwhitt pointed to this as an achievement of the SIT during 





      
Fig. 3.29 Domesticity of the Plan. Left: Private domesticity – Bruno Taut’s plan for multi-story apartment in Die Neue 
Wohnung (The New Dwelling), 1924. Right: Public domesticity – The HDB’s improved three-room unit type plan 
showing through visual access [author’s arrow], c.1960s. The HDB’s definition of improvement in the three-bedroom 
unit took the form of aligning the balcony along the same axis as the kitchen and the living room. This allows for both 
through visual access as well as an outdoor cooking area.  
 
Improvement as Type: The Flat and the Corridor 
The exhibitions presented to the public the shift from the SIT to the HDB through the development 
of housing types. They reveal the changing relationship between the private personal spaces and the 
public communal spaces of the housing blocks, an extension of Robin Evans’ historical commentary on 
dwelling interiors, which transitioned from an earlier (pre-nineteenth century) stage of “sociability” to that 
of “socialization” as manifest in the modern dwelling.492 The socialization of the people, engineered by the 
HDB and framed within the lexicon of improvement, extended from the flat to the estate neighborhood 
and beyond. The flat, sandwiched by the corridor and the balcony, was unprivate, as it was visible from 
the corridor and all its openings directed onto the shared spaces and amenities on the ground. In the 
estates, the direct impact was the training of their tenants to self-police and self-censure during their daily 
lives. The Model Tenants awards saw to it that “estate vigilantes,” who minded the spaces and acts 
beyond their own flat, were duly rewarded and recognized amongst their neighbors.   
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The corridor and balcony primarily generated the architecture of the block. The latter was 
explored by the SIT in the modern streamlined aesthetic of the 1940s, and gave the low-rise blocks such 
as at Princess Estate and Kampong Bahru their undulating rhythm of straight flat façades punctuated by 
curvilinear balconies. By 1950, the curvilinear balcony was replaced by straight angular ones. In some 
cases, the balconies were set back within the façades, while in others they still punctuated the rear 
façade but were geometrical boxes instead (e.g. the flats at Kim Tian Road, Tiong Bahru, Kampong Silat 
estates). Yet in another case, they formed the rear façades and were tied together by a vertical grid of 
slender columns. In this iteration, such as the four-story block at Jalan Besar, the balcony of each flat was 
separated from its neighbor’s by only a low parapet. (Fig. 3.30) The balcony as the dominant form-giver to 
the block was superseded by the corridor when the Trust began to build international style high-rises 
(more than ten stories) in the early 1950s. One of the SIT’s first high-rises – a ten-story block at Upper 
Pickering – was notoriously known as the “suicide flats.” Between its completion in 1952 and 1955, 19 
people fell or leapt to their deaths from the corridors.493 The dominance of the corridor in defining the 
block made the high-rise housing of the 1950s a site of fear: for those who had never experienced high-
rise living, the open gallery access was seen as a facilitator of suicide in the big dwelling machine.  
 
   
Fig. 3.30 The balcony as form-giver. Left: The SIT’s four-story flats with low parapets and low dividing walls between 
unit balconies at Jalan Besar, c.1951. Right: The HDB’s five-story flats with low parapets of alternating balustrade 
and wall, c.1960.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
493 See “He’ll Rid ‘Suicide Flats’ of Ghost,” The Straits Times, February 23, 1955, 5; “Tailor Falls 60ft to Death from 




The corridor was once again on exhibit with the unveiling of the 14-story Forfar House in 
December 1955. Fronted by gleaming white curvilinear single-loaded corridors, it towered above the 
surrounding low-rise blocks. At 130 feet above ground, Forfar was the sixth tallest of the Colony’s 
skyscrapers.494 As the highest flat the SIT had built to date, it bore many architectural similarities to the 
Upper Pickering flats. Its most striking feature were the 14 floors of corridors with curvilinear parapets that 
ran the entire length of the façade, terminating in a semi-circle on one end. As a response to the 
incidence of suicides at the Upper Pickering flats, the heights of the corridors were raised, contributing to 
their striking presence against a surrounding background of low-rise red-brick and white-plastered flats. 
These two blocks of flats stood out among the collective housing in the rest of the world during the 1950s, 
in that the flat was secondary to the corridor in defining the form and character of the block.495 (Fig. 3.31) 
As the HDB took over, the corridor as form giver remained and even proliferated in the Board’s first 
decade of building activity.496  
 
 
Fig. 3.31 Movement as generator of form. Left: Ten-story block at Upper Pickering Street. Right: Fourteen-story 
Forfar House rising amidst low-rise flats.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
494 “Forfar House Is the Sixth Highest,” The Straits Times, November 4, 1956, 5. 
 
495 See Francis R.S. Yorke and Frederick Gibberd, Modern Flats (London: The Architectural Press, 1958), and Roger 
Sherwood, Modern Housing Prototypes (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1978), http://www.housingprototypes.org. 
  





The Architecture of Communality 
The HDB attempted to restore the communal image of the corridor – from the label of “suicide 
flats” to one associated with communality and neighborliness. The corridor did not recede into the 
background; rather, the HDB continued to build block types whereby the multiplication of corridors 
produced uniform façades. After the first phase of emergency blocks containing double-loaded corridors 
(mostly in Bukit Ho Swee), the HDB had learnt very quickly that the interiority of the corridor produced a 
public space that was not visible and led to petty crime. At the same time, the incidents of suicide meant 
that measures needed to be put in place to prevent and discourage further mishaps. The HDB’s 
promotion of domesticity thus meant flats with a “view” of its surrounds and corridors visible from all sides; 
surveillance was to be visualized. The parapets for external staircases and corridors were raised for 
safety (more than 3 feet). At the same time, the flats were raised two steps above the corridor, making it 
harder for neighbors or passersby to look into the flats. In many cases, the tenants accepted the un-
private nature of their new homes, leaving their doors and windows open and opting for cross-ventilation 
and through views instead.  
A decade before Oscar Newman’s 1973 book Defensible Space, which correlated the design of 
modern architecture with adverse psychological experiences, the HDB was already building housing and 
community centers, and identifying vigilantes among the tenants to prevent crime and promote 
communalism and neighborliness by recognizing the tenants’ need for self-protection. The HDB deemed 
the building of community essential for its estates and wielded its form of communitarianism by first 
acquiring the fire-devastated land at Bukit Ho Swee and then pledging to build 12,000 low-cost flats within 
nine months, followed by the provision of community functions: “But it was not only flats. For 
simultaneously with these at Bukit Ho Swee came the essential community facilities in January 1963, two 
primary schools with places for 4,000 children; and later in the same year, a crèche, together with a child 
health and maternity clinic on the ground floor of one of the ten-story residential blocks.”497 An Emergency 
Bill passed the day after the fire enabled the Government to acquire the site and some adjacent land for 
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immediate “effective town planning.” The 53 landowners involved were compensated at pre-fire prices so 
that they “would therefore not be permitted to benefit from the disaster which had greatly increased the 
value of the land.”498 Thereafter, this practice was adopted for all compulsory land purchases after 
subsequent fires, paving the way for the Government and the HDB to enact their communitarian vision. 
Their actions were emphasized, elaborated, and lauded repeatedly in all public media and print matter.499  
With the estates seen as belonging to “the people,” as public space was managed and owned by 
the State for the citizens, the blocks of corridor-fronted flats acquired the status of workers’ housing, 
embodying an explicit paternalism not unlike the suburban company towns of the nineteenth century. The 
State, like a company, provided the living quarters and communal facilities to cater to the needs of its 
citizens who were workers, to keep them contented so as to maintain productivity. The HDB’s massive 
and labor-intensive building program thus created an economic ferment, generating employment for such 
a large number of people that when it began, it was estimated that “every two units would generate 
employment for one person directly – at the construction site – and for another person indirectly – in the 
building materials industry, in transport, and in other supporting facilities.”500 This contributed to the 
Republic fast becoming the home for a predominantly urban population mostly engaged in the production 
and service industries, a situation that prompted PM Lee to emphasize the urgency of the government to 
ensure political stability through home ownership: “After independence in 1965, I was troubled by 
Singapore’s completely urban electorate. I had seen how voters in capital cities always tended to vote 
against the government of the day and was determined that our householders should become home 
owners, otherwise we would not have political stability.”501 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
498 Ibid., 56-58. The Minister for National Development later explained with regard to the increase in rents and prices 
of HDB flats: “It is not government policy to make a profit from its public housing program, but to provide decent 
homes for the people.” “HDB Flats: Only ‘A Little Dearer,” The Straits Times, July 8, 1971, 7. 
 
499 See in particular, New Life in New Homes, 1964; Homes for the People, 1965; “More Homes for the People,” The 
Straits Times, July 21, 1965, 1; and First Decade in Public Housing, 1960-69. 
500 Asad-ul Iqbal Latif, Lim Kim San: A Builder of Singapore (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), 
93.  
 
501 Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore Story, 1965-2000 (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish 
Editions, 2000), 117. The securing of political legitimacy through housing stakeholding is the central thesis in Chua 





At the same time, the high-rise residential blocks share an affinity with corporate skyscrapers, 
while the housing estates of Singapore were comparable in their planning strategy to the corporate 
headquarters of post-war suburban America. Just as the corporate headquarters in the suburbs tended to 
be low-rise, the shopping hub in the center of the estates was also low-rise amongst the high-rise blocks. 
Upon analysis, it becomes apparent that the similarities between the public domestic high-rise and the 
corporate high-rise are less technological or material but operational. Each performed as the architectural 
machinery of the “control society.”502 Their open plan and transparent façades belie the logic of 
organization embedded within. The HDB imposed middle-class ideals upon the worker-homeowner under 
the rubric of a multi-cultural nation, constructing the environment and providing the market for which these 
ideals could be readily consumed. Within this constructed environment, the extroverted corridor was a 
corroborator in the celebration of publicness and the suppression of privacy. After all, did the HDB, and 
the SIT before it, not provide sufficient public evidence that privacy was not a necessary or desired 
condition for the majority of people who were used to living in close proximity in cramped communal 
quarters?  
With the introduction of the “improved” unit types, the HDB had very quickly moved away from the 
internal street to the external one. The corridor was an external “true street-in-the-air,” an idea forwarded 
by the Smithsons in their 1952 entry for the Golden Lane housing competition, and realized two decades 
later at Robin Hood Gardens, London.503 Not only did it allow for movement along all the flats but it 
facilitated through-views in and out of the flat. The corridor appeared in most of the housing estates with 
blocks of standard and improved one-to-three-room units, such as in Tiong Bahru, Bukit Ho Swee, 
Kallang, St. Michael’s, Macpherson, etc. In Queenstown and Toa Payoh New Town in particular, 
iterations of the corridor-dominated block proliferated. In the first phase of Toa Payoh built during the 
second five-year program (1966-70), all the blocks – 40 percent one-room, 15 percent two-room, and 45 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
502 In my analysis, I identify parallels in the socialization of the Singaporean HDB-dweller via the architecture and 
planning of the estate with Reinhold Martin’s discussion of the corporatization of the American worker in the 1960s. 
Reinhold Martin, The Organizational Complex: Architecture, Media, and Corporate Space (Cambridge, MA; London: 
MIT Press, 2003), 7, 18-19. See also, Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on Control Societies,” October 59 (Winter 1992): 3-
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503 Prior to Robin Hood Gardens, the “street-in-the-air” was first realized in Park Hill Sheffield by Jack Lyn and Ivor 
Smith in 1961. Front doors of the flats open onto the wide decks. Each deck, except the top one, has direct access to 




percent three-room – were of the single-loaded corridor type. All the slab blocks were aligned along the 
east-west direction, with the exception of the Y- and L-blocks. The overall effect was concrete monolithic 
“frontages” where all the communal spaces within were visible from the ground and all the activities on 
the ground were visible to the inhabitants of the flats.  
This visual openness where surveillance and self-policing was inevitable was maintained in the 
industrial estates, where the flatted factories share similar attributes in their architectural massing with the 
residential flats. (Fig. 3.32) Concurrent to the construction of housing estates and residential flats, the 
HDB’s expanded scope of work involved the development of industrial sites and the building of flatted 
factories. Jurong New Town and Kallang Basin Estate, which will be discussed in the next chapter, were 
the first of such industrial-cum-housing estates to be built under the second five-year plan (1966-70). The 
extensive structural reorganization of the citizenry within the island-territory called for re-education at 
every level, which the HDB did by instructing the people on how they should live in their new flats.  
 
   
Fig. 3.32 The corridor for access, surveillance and frontage. Left: Internal and external streets: one-room emergency 
self-contained flat in Alexander Hill and Bukit Ho Swee; and one-room self-contained flat, Queenstown Neighborhood 
V. Right: External streets – Improved one-room, two-room, and three-room units, Toa Payoh Neighborhoods III and 
IV. 
 
With residents and workers all housed in flats, the economic paradox of the coexistence of a 
patriarchal welfarism and headlong capitalist development identified by Manuel Castells was given 
architectural form. In Jurong New Town, where almost half of the 5,000 acres were slated in 1960 for 




same block types were built to house workers employed in the new industries.504 The first residential 
neighborhood of this self-contained new town-cum-industrial complex was developed on 200 acres.505 In 
1965, with a population of only 1,600, it was still an industrial town “waiting for people,” a situation that 
began to change from the late 1960s with the setting up of the Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) in 1968, 
when “more and improved housing” together with social and recreational facilities were planned as part of 
an expanded building program.506 It was not until the early 1970s with the maturing of the industrial estate 
that the residential sector caught up and Jurong New Town’s first community center was built in 1975.507  
It was also in the mid-1970s that the HDB began to shift its attention to the middle class (defined 
as families with a monthly income greater than $1,500). Together with an increase in CPF benefits and 
promotion of new housing projects throughout the Republic (the HDB was by this time building eight 
different types of flats varying in price according to size, layout, and location), the cost difference between 
public and private housing made the former much more appealing.508 While Queenstown and Toa Payoh 
continued to be the test-bed for new high-rise block types, from 1976 the JTC began to build low-cost 
housing units as well as “executive” flats (three-bedroom units) for people working in Jurong Industrial 
Town in either the private or public sectors. Jurong New Town’s adoption of a ratio of 4:1 for its industrial 
and residential areas reflected the government’s pragmatic approach to promoting industrialization, for its 
“real size” was first determined by the availability of land, followed by that of the population size.509 
Meanwhile, in the 20-story W-blocks in Queenstown and Toa Payoh, which appeared in the late 
1960s, the Smithsons’ socialist vision for the “purely residential” communal “street-in-the-air” was partially 
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realized. As their mid-rise version was undergoing construction at Robin Hood Gardens, the HDB’s 
design preoccupation remained predominantly unit combination and the corridor, which was largely a 
quantitative consideration. Because these early one-to-three-room blocks of flats were meant to house a 
large number of residents, the corridor expression was much more dominant than the middle-class blocks 
of four- and five-rooms that the HDB introduced in the mid-1970s. Whereas the flats at Robin Hood 
Gardens were maisonette types, these were single-story, three-room improved types.510 And while the 
Smithsons envisioned the blocks to be part of a cluster formally directed by the visual connections of the 
people to their district, such as views of the water, the two W-blocks in the northwest and southeast 
corners of Toa Payoh New Town were intended as urban markers. Together with the lower linear slab 
and the L- blocks, they were part of the HDB’s overall scheme to provide a formal hierarchy to the new 
town. (Fig. 3.33)  
In the plan, the W-block configuration was a formal response to the curvature of the road. The 
consequence of this urban gesture was an expansive block, which functioned as a backdrop for the 
community-building events taking place on the ground level. The most spectacular of these was the 1975 
National Day Parade which was decentralized into 13 parade venues – mostly fields or sports complexes 
within housing estates – for more public participation.511 The total socialization of the worker-citizen-
inhabitant was brought to a climax when the new town was momentarily transformed into parade grounds, 
and the blocks of flats became “vertical villages,” for the ten-year celebration of the nation; the corridors 
served as instant spectator stands for the residents of the block. (Fig. 3.34) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
510 Maisonettes were built by the Housing and Urban Development Company (HUDC), set up in 1974 as a quasi-
public entity to build flats the middle-income families. The HUDC was phased out in 1987 when there was no longer a 
demand. As of 2013, 12 of the 18 estates built have been privatized. These estates are no longer subject to HDB 
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511 The venues include sport complexes or fields in housing estates and new towns such as Bukit Panjang, Haig 
Road, Farrer Park, Jalan Besar, Jurong, Paya Lebar, Redhill, Tiong Bahru, Toa Payoh Sport Complex, and 





     
Fig. 3.33 Three-room improved flats. Left: The HDB’s 16-story linear slab block of three-room improved flats in Toa 
Payoh, c.1968. Right: Typical three-room improved flat plan and typical slab block plan based on a three-meter wide 
structural grid, which allowed for variations in block configurations, c.1975-76.  
 
 
   
Fig. 3.34 Housing and national spectacle. Top: One of HDB’s two 20-story “W” block of three-room improved flats in 
Toa Payoh, c.1970. Bottom left: The “W” block as backdrop to the Tenth National Day Celebrations, August 9, 1975 – 
uniform groups during a dress rehearsal at Toa Payoh Sports Complex on July 13. Bottom right: Residents of the 




Improvement was a modernist invention coupled with interventionist strategies. In the first 
instance, it was predicated on the premise of the colonial government tasking the Trust to plan the city, in 
the name of health and sanitary improvements. Under the SIT, the architecture of improvement took on a 
very specific aesthetic, contemporaneous to those built in Europe and in their colonies (such as British 
India, French Morocco, Hong Kong, etc.). The model estates of Tiong Bahru and the Princess estate 
exemplified the SIT’s improvement ideals. For its part, the HDB described “improvement” by presenting 
comparative unit plans. At its most explicit, improvement at the level of the unit extend to the entire block 
in the form of the repetitious horizontality of the open gallery access corridor and the rear balconies 
“decorated” by extruded bamboo poles of colorful laundry. The ubiquitous corridor was sized for 
circulation and not for dwelling or intermingling. The modernist ideals of improvement, with an emphasis 
on the public dimension, thus took on a pragmatic form of state-led social betterment under the HDB.  
The polarizing effects of improvement were not eradicated but suppressed, spatially and formally 
revealed at moments. Nowhere in the sanitized environment of the estates was there any indication of the 
impoverished slums that the occupants had left behind, or the homelessness that was plaguing many 
cities in the neighboring developing countries in the 1960s.512 Poverty was visually eradicated. Racial 
stereotyping was not removed but redirected through “cultural representations” of an overtly non-violent 
nature. These include racial and religious festivals, celebrations and wedding parties in the void decks or 
car parks – two popular places within the estate for the Muslim wedding, in place of the kampong square, 
within which the feast takes place. In Toa Payoh, the PAP rally of 1968 and the National Day Parade of 
1975 were the two apexes of this spectacle of housing.513 These events reconfigured the estate space as 
the street marches culminated in the open spaces of HDB housing estates. The rallies turned the flats 
into open houses and visitation sites. The parade resembled a hybrid version of the Queen’s Jubilee 
celebrations and the mass pageants of the People’s Republic of China. The HDB was thus not only 
building flats but it was deeply involved in the familial sphere through its housing projects. It believed that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
512 In 1965 alone, the Straits Times reported 100 incidents of people rendered homeless due to fires and floods – 
amongst the worst were the fires in Jakarta and Rangoon, which destroyed the homes of 7,000 and 10,000, 
respectively. 
 
513 After 1975, decentralized venues were limited; for example, the 1981 National Day Parade (NDP) took place in 






the only sure way to garner electoral votes was to ensure the rapid transition of the entire population into 
an urbanized one. To that end, interventionist strategies – from enforced resettlement, balloting for flats 
and the uncertainty of housing allocation to the imposition of new delineations of public, private, and 
communal spaces – not only limited racial segregation within the estates but also produced a kind of 
collectivity amongst workers based on a certain camaraderie, of the shared experience of resettlement.514 
Improvement was equated to the development of unit and block types. New towns like 
Queenstown and Toa Payoh saw the clustering of the HDB’s suburban one-, two-, and three-room unit 
types assembled within variegated slab blocks with the ubiquitous corridors, overlooking the 
neighborhood shopping center with its flanking radiating blocks.515 In contrast, the city or metropolitan 
type, with the same single-loaded corridor, overlooks the two- or three-story podium of shops, gardens, 
playgrounds, and crèches (Selegie House and Outram Road complex), as an unspoken rejoinder to the 
Smithsons’ diagram of urban associations: from the doorstep of the flat to the corridor onto the podium to 
the street, living, shopping, and working could be connected. Instead of freeing up the ground for shops, 
the city-center type reconsidered the transition between the street and the house by combining the 
shopping center with the residential block in such a way that the ascension to each flat involved 
traversing through the commercial spaces.  
The HDB’s lexicon offered a synopsis of its housing development vis-à-vis the systematic 
introduction of improvement into the consciousness of its young citizenry: from the early “emergency” 
blocks to later simply being named after their massing form (“slab,” “Y-,” “L-”), as well as the shift from the 
standard to the improved type units. (Figs. 3.35 and 3.36) These were built together with the city-center 
model till the end of the 1970s. The HDB’s second decade began with the opening of a multi-story, 1,000-
flat residential and shopping complex at Outram Park on May 8, 1970, and ended with a renewed spate 
of building larger and improved two-to-five-room unit types for the increasingly affluent middle-class 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
514 Resettlement was a major point of contention during the 1972 elections, but the PAP unsurprisingly “triumphed in 
the new towns and housing estates in the city built up under earlier resettlement programs, where residents have 
found the change decidedly to be better.” Improvement was a recurrent trope during the campaigns. See “Protest 
Vote Hit at that Resettlement Note,” The Straits Times, September 10, 1972, 10.  
 
515 To a large extent, the organizational strategy was similar to Gruen’s master plan for Southdale Shopping Center in 
Edina, near Minneapolis, Minnesota. But the HDB’s suburban town center was planned for a much higher density 
than Gruen’s suburban proposal. Gruen’s model was also primarily catering to a car-driving population, whereas Toa 




population desiring HDB accommodation.516 As the nation embarked on its second phase of 
industrialization, the HDB responded to the demand of the industrial class in Jurong for larger, more 
spacious flats.517 Improvement was already a familiar housing adage to the nation of middle-class 
workers. The next chapter will focus on the evolution of a multi-functional habitation type in the city center, 
attempting to establish a link between the colonial-era shophouse and the residential tower and 
commercial podium complex, via the planned neighborhood unit, to uncover the mechanisms in which 
public space and the intended types of public identities were constructed.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
516 “Speech by the Prime Minister at the Opening Ceremony of Outram Park Complex on May 8, 1970,” NAS, 
lky19700508. 
 




     
Fig. 3.35 The HDB’s typical building block plans for the lower and middle class, 1965-1975. The HDB summarized its 
flat design on one page with six typical building block plans. Typical sizes: one-room improved – 360 sq ft; two-room 





Fig. 3.36 The HDB’s typical one-, two-, and three-room unit plans of flats built between 1960 and 1975. The one- and 






Commercial Space as Pseudo Public Space, 1949-1979 
 
 Moving from an analysis of the plan, this chapter focuses on the evolution of the multi-functional 
habitation type. It examines the construction and organization of public space in relation to commercial 
space and private property through the linkages between the shophouse and the residential 
tower/commercial podium type via the planned neighborhood unit. It traces the development of housing 
from the perspective of the home and its relation to the workplace, thus extending the analysis from the 
second chapter (Habitation 2) of shopping as a “local” activity that “filled in” open spaces. The 
incorporation of the commercial activity of shopping into government-owned public housing estates found 
its typological beginnings in the shophouse – a composite building type consisting of the house atop the 
ground-level shop – lined in terrace-style to form a continuous street block façade.518 Increasingly seen as 
a site of disease that needed to be cured, it was first rejected by the new national government as the 
architecture of blight, and extensive blocks were demolished under the urban renewal scheme in the 
1960s and 1970s. The establishment of the HDB in 1960 and the URD in 1967 (later as an independent 
entity in 1974) attended the proliferation of the commercial podium and residential tower type in the city 
center throughout the 1970s. Dominating the city’s skyline in stark contrast to the blocks of low-rise 
shophouses, the podium-tower stands in testimony to the two decades when both land and the population 
were reorganized, resulting in a nation of predominantly middle-class citizenry living in the suburbs. 
Embedded in the new government’s rejection of the low-rise urban housing type and the consolidation of 
the high-rise building complex, was an elaboration of the composite type. It not only reframed the earlier 
colonial argument of improvement in terms of nationalism, home ownership, and employment, but also 
gave concrete form to the character and quality of public space in the island nation-state.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
518 The term “composite building” refers to a building that is partly domestic and partly non-domestic, whereas 
“domestic” refers to any (parts of a) building constructed or intended solely for habitation. The term appeared in the 
Building Ordinance of Hong Kong from 1962 and in the Singapore Building Control Act, which was passed in 1974. 
Prior to the Act, a Building Control Division was set up within the Public Works Department in 1972 to administer and 





The Shophouse As Colonial Artifice, 1949-1959 
In “The Singapore Shophouse: An Anglo-Chinese Urban Vernacular,” Lee Ho Yin declares an 
unequivocal end to the evolution of the Singapore shophouse typology. “The shophouse,” he writes, 
“small in scale and charming in character, ceased to exist as the roles of ‘shop’ and ‘house’ were pulled 
apart and placed separately in mega-sized impersonal buildings.”519 Lee’s point is that the functions of 
shopping and housing in the particular low-rise colonial shophouse type dating back to the very first town 
planning ordinance and building regulations in 1823, “were respectively taken over by high-rise public 
housing blocks and massive shopping malls.” Lee’s perspective stems primarily from his view that there is 
a hierarchy in styles, and “internationalism” was the worst of them as it destroyed “the history and cultural 
identity embedded in the architecture of [Singapore’s] immigrant past.” At the same time, this notion 
remains contentious, as the shophouse had long before the 1970s (which saw the last phase of its 
construction) taken on other formal variations that shared similar organizing principles but designed for a 
larger group of inhabitants, at larger scales, and in quite different contexts than the original Chinatown 
environs. But Lee is correct in stating that many of these shophouses were pulled down en masse in the 
1970s “to make way for town-sized public housing estates and city-block-sized shopping centers,” as 
urban renewal was carried out at a massive scale from the late 1960s through the 1970s.  
In fact, the colonial government, via the SIT, had started building versions of the shophouse 
intended for higher densities earlier on, in the 1930s. At the same time, after Simpson’s 1907 Report, the 
shophouse, in particular those located in the oldest Chinese quarters in the Colony, was considered a site 
of disease; as previously mentioned, Chinatown shophouses were identified as “black” sites. By 1950, a 
report by Dr. Andrew Morland, a tuberculosis expert from England, called for a completely new type of 
building not just in Singapore, but in the whole of Malaya. “Housing is the blackest spot in the social 
structure of Malaya, and the shophouse is the most potent single factor in the production of the high rate 
of tuberculosis in the country,” he declared, stating also that “the overcrowded and subdivided shophouse 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
519 Lee Hoyin, “The Singapore Shophouse: An Anglo-Chinese Urban Vernacular,” in Asia’s Old Dwellings: Tradition, 




is an ideal breeding place for tuberculosis and the whole design of the Malayan shophouse – great depth 
and small frontage – is fundamentally wrong.” He advised new building to be on “essentially different lines 
so that each living apartment can have free access to outside air.” That, he adds, “would be essential if 
the towns of the future are to be healthy.”520 Morland’s report reiterated the colonial government’s 50-
year-long critique of the shophouse, a type first identified as the site of malaise and targeted for 
improvement by driving back lanes through the blocks. Those shophouses considered beyond repair 
were subsequently demolished and replaced with tenement blocks that contained a similar sectional 
relationship (ground floor shops and upper level residences) but with a lower density; the smaller number 
of households was kept in check by tenant registration, and formally through partitioned subdivision. (Fig. 
4.01)  
 
   
Fig. 4.01 “Contrasts.” Left: Squalid slums in Chinatown, Trengganu Street. Right: SIT tenements, Trengganu Street, 
c.1939 
 
“New Housing”: The SIT and the Transformation of the Shophouse  
The SIT’s first translation of the shophouse to the tenement block was located in Chinatown. As 
mentioned above, the Trust’s strategy for tenement-building was acupunctural and modest in scale, 
dependent on the assessment of each building’s condition in terms of structure and sanitation. In most 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





cases, up to 1950, a partial or entire row of shophouses in an urban block was removed and in its place a 
tenement building would be built with shops on the ground floor and three floors of flats above.521 (Fig. 
4.02) Besides this type, the SIT’s first housing estate at Tiong Bahru, which began in 1936, contained two 
translations of the shophouse. Located farther away but still close to the city center, the shops and flats 
block tended towards a standard type that was repeated and distributed, in contrast to the one-off design 
of the tenement block in Chinatown. For example, the tenement block at Trengganu Street was designed 
in the Streamline Moderne style, with strong horizontal emphasis expressed by the long spans of 
projected corridors and rounded corners, vertical central core details with a tiered and curved top, and a 
flat roof with coping. The tenement block at Cheng Yan Place, two miles away, is rectilinear with deep, 
semi-enclosed balconies and round pothole windows on the two short elevations of the block. The shops-
cum-flats blocks in Tiong Bahru are elongated versions of the ones at Cheng Yan Place. At the level of 
the estate plan, the SIT’s shophouse blocks were located at the periphery of the estate facing outwards 
and flanked the two entries into the estate. (Figs. 4.03 and 4.04)  
 
   
Fig. 4.02 Modern shophouse types: tenement block with ground floor shops, 1948. Left: Cheng Yam Place, 
Chinatown. Right: Albert Street, Chinatown.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





   
Fig. 4.03 The modern shophouse. Left: A block of shops and flats on Tiong Bahru Road, Singapore, 1950. Right: A 
block of two-room flats for married couples, with four floors of flats above ground floor shops in Klampenborg, 
Copenhagen, designed by architect Mogens Lassen, 1948.  
 
   
Fig. 4.04 A corner block of shops and flats on Kim Pong Road, Tiong Bahru Estate. Close-up of the ground floor 
shops and flats above.  
 
Between 1949 and 1951, the Trust released proposed three-year development plans of many 
housing estates (directed by Chief Architect Stanley Woolmer with senior architect Lincoln Page), which 
contained low-rise shops-only blocks.522 These were found in either one or both of two typical locations: 
surrounding or flanking an open green space and at the entry of an estate, like those at Tiong Bahru. 
Balestier Estate and Princess Elizabeth Estate contain both shop-cum-flats blocks at their entries and 
shops-only blocks surrounding green quadrangles, while the plans for Kampong Silat Estate, Havelock 
Road Estate, and Alexandra Road Estate contain introverted low-rise commercial nuclei designed for the 
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estate community.523 The three-year development plan for Alexandra Road in 1950 showed two L-shaped 
shops defining the quadrangular open space of the market center. The revised plan from 1951 reduced 
the two blocks to a long, one-story block of flats containing 16 shops. Likewise, the plan for Kampong 
Java contained two long blocks of 24 two-story shops and flats. Up till the early 1950s, Tiong Bahru 
Estate remained the Trust’s only completed estate that contained the most typological combinations of 
flats and shops. The plans for other estates that followed contained only one or two types, showing the 
Trust’s attempts to address the demand for more housing and faster construction.524  
In 1950, the Trust proposed a $13.5-million scheme for 89 blocks of flats to be built in various 
parts of the city. Included was the Havelock Road Scheme, a new estate proposed for 400 artisan 
quarters and 27 artisan shops.525 The estate was the last of SIT’s estates intended specifically to house 
artisans. Subsequent plans did not single out housing for artisans but contained only blocks of flats or 
shops and flats with ground floor shops. (Fig. 4.05) Of the many new estate plans proposed in 1951, the 
Kampong Java Scheme with 532 flats and 24 shops stands out as an interesting anomaly. Primarily a 
row-housing scheme, the plan consisted of 20 three-story blocks of flats oriented east-west, six smaller 
two-story blocks of flats, and two blocks of two-story shops with flats above. Instead of drawing upon 
British precedents, the plan and housing form appears to be a direct adaptation of the German Zeilenbau 
housing from the Weimar Republic. (Fig. 4.06) Seen in context with the SIT’s other housing projects, it 
becomes apparent that Britain was only one reference source.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
523 See Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1949, insert after 36; SIT 1950, “Layouts of Trust 
Estates,” inserts after 38; and SIT 1951, “Layouts of Trust Estates,” inserts after 43.  
 
524 Tiong Bahru Estate and the plan proposals for other developments were presented at the SIT Housing Exhibition 
in the Victoria Memorial Hall in 1950. “SIT Housing Exhibition,” The Straits Times, December 31, 1950, 3. 
 





Fig. 4.05 One of the SIT’s proposed plans for housing schemes, Havelock Road, 1951. Blocks of artisan shops (white) 
flanking green open spaces and blocks of three-story flats (black).  
 
 
Fig. 4.06 One of the SIT’s proposed plans for housing schemes, Kampong Java, 1951. Two blocks of two-story shops 
and flats (white). The row-housing scheme, with 20 blocks of three-story flats (black), is oriented east-west. It appears 
to be a direct adaptation of German Zeilenbau housing from the Weimar Republic.  
 
 
Proposals for higher blocks, mostly in the form of artist impressions, appeared in the SIT’s Annual 
Reports of 1947 to 1949. The first of these is an aerial perspective titled “Flats for the Future,” which 
shows two eight-story rectilinear blocks of flats in the streamlined modern style, with long horizontal 




versions of the ones completed at the Tiong Bahru Estate.526 The blocks appear to be raised from the 
ground with the entry through the central stair core (it was not indicated whether there would be elevators 
in this schema) defined by four vertical fins that terminated at the ground. There are allusions to other 
quadrangles in the background in this watercolor rendering. At the same time, the partial row of 
shophouses to the right of the rendering suggests that this was an improvement scheme in the city center. 
Another striking rendering is a nine-story curved block with four linear blocks attached to it at the stair 
cores, located on Upper Hokkien Street in Chinatown.527 (Fig. 4.06) Whereas this was one of the many 
artistic impressions presented by the SIT that was never built, a nine-story version of the type shown in 
“flats of the future” was later realized in three blocks containing flats, shops, and offices on Upper 
Pickering Street in Chinatown.528 Completed in 1951, these were the Trust’s first multi-story flats with 
elevators in the city center. The corridors terminate in a curvilinear balcony at the central vertical core, 
which is set back instead of extruded.529 Both end façades of each linear block are flush with the corridors 
terminating at a vertical column that runs from the top to the first floor without reaching the ground. The 
result is a continuous line of ground level shops that recalls the five-foot way that defined the shopping 
experience in the continuous rows of shophouses.530 (Fig. 4.07) It was also a response to the rising 
concern over illegal hawking on the streets and in open spaces. 
   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
526 Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1927-47, insert before 37. 
 
527 Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust (Singapore: Authority of SIT, 1949), insert after 14. 
 
528 The street was previously named Upper Macao Street and was renamed Upper Pickering Street [after William A. 
Pickering (1840-1907)] on January 1, 1925, so that “Pickering’s name should not be forgotten.” Pickering was 
Singapore’s first Chinese Protector, arriving in Singapore in 1871 as a Chinese interpreter, as he spoke and read 
Chinese. From 1877 to 1889, he headed the Government-established Chinese Protectorate to protect new 
immigrants and was noted for his contributions towards government control of secret societies, the slave trade, and 
prostitution. Victor R. Savage and Brenda S. A. Yeoh, Toponymics: A Study of Singapore Street Names (Singapore: 
Eastern Universities Press, 2004), 302 and 396. 
 
529 See Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1951, insert after 14, and “$12 Million Housing 
Scheme Passed,” The Straits Times, May 20, 1950, 7. 
 
530 The five foot way refers to the pedestrian walkway indented into the ground floor of a shophouse from the road, so 




   
Fig. 4.07 SIT artist’s impressions of unbuilt housing schemes for the city center. Left: “Flats of the Future” (location 
unspecified), c.1947. Right: Upper Hokkien Street Scheme, c.1949.  
 
 
Fig. 4.08 The SIT’s three nine-story blocks of ground-floor shops and flats above at Upper Pickering Street, 1951. 
The blocks appear to be the realization of the “Flats of the Future” proposal published in 1947.    
 
The 14-story Forfar House at Princess Estate in Queenstown (the SIT’s second estate in its first 
new town) was the second and last of the high-rise blocks to have long curvilinear balconies; the first 
being the blocks at Upper Pickering Street, which only partially contained ground-floor shops. At Forfar, 




curvilinear stair cores in the latter. (Fig. 4.09) As previously mentioned in the third chapter, Habitation 3, 
Forfar was designed as an exhibition block from the onset. The architect’s sketch from 1953, during its 
construction, shows the building towering over the other seven-story blocks and fronting the main car 
park serving the cluster of blocks in the estate.531 The hierarchy of the “street” was established though 
landscaping, where all paths from the other blocks intersected or culminated at the foot of Forfar 
House.532 Subsequent blocks of flats were straightened out, and by the mid 1950s, they were 
predominantly boxy, with a combination of red brick facings and white plaster finish (a treatment identical 
to that used in England at the time). In place of the recognizable international style were perforated walls 
and parapets in response to the tropical climate. A good example is a seven-story tenement block on a 
cleared shophouse site in the crowded Queen Street-Manila Street area, completed in 1955.533 The 
exterior face of the stair core consists of a precast concrete perforated screen wall that comes down just 
above the ground floor shop fronts, and all the square openings are operable casement timber louver 
windows. (Fig. 4.10)  
 
  
Fig. 4.09 The SIT’s Forfar House in Queenstown. Left: Aerial sketch of the building showing elevated block and 
ground level access, c.1954. Right: Photograph of the Forfar House with part of the ground floor given over to shops, 
c.1956.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
531 Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1953, page behind cover. 
 
532 See Fraser, The Work of the SIT 1952, insert 4 after 10; SIT 1953, final insert; SIT 1955, insert 8 after 35; SIT 
1956, insert 2 after 34; and SIT 1959, insert 3 after 23.  
 





   
Fig. 4.10 “Tropical architecture.” Left: Perforated screen opening of stair core (furthest from front) at Forfar House, 
Princess Estate, Queenstown. Right: Seven-story tenements and ground-floor shops at Queen Street and Manila 
Street, 1955. Pre-cast concrete perforated screen wall at stair core. 
 
Completed in 1957, the nine-story Albert House at the corner of Prinsep and Albert streets – the 
third of the SIT’s high-rise shops-and-flats type – marked a step towards the shopping-podium and 
housing-tower typology. For the first time, the continuous row of 34 ground-floor shops and 204 flats 
above (of which eight are two-story maisonettes) were formally differentiated. The U-shaped block of flats 
above are expressed as a vertical massing sitting atop the shopping arcade which encloses an internal 
open-air courtyard. The horizontality of the single-story plinth is emphasized by the reinforced concrete 
canopy, which visibly establishes the datum line between the shopping arcade and the housing above.534 
The entire building is raised a few steps above street level in order to differentiate vehicular and 
pedestrian traffic at the formal building level. The roof of the shopping arcade contains a paved garden 
and playground, marking the first occurrence where play spaces for children in the city center were 
elevated from the ground. A variation on the Corbusian idea of the roof garden above the flats, the Albert 
House, with its podium-roof garden, inaugurated this new “shophouse” type in central Singapore. Shortly 
after its completion, another building of the same type – the Rochor House – was constructed on the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
534 Fraser, The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1957, 24 inset. See “Families Begin Moving to Albert 





adjacent site across the street.535 (Fig. 4.11) This new building type with its combination of flats, shops, 
and communal open spaces responded to similar post-war concerns over land scarcity, density, and 
renewal of the urban center raised by the CIAM and Team 10. Here, the sectional or stacked 
configuration was largely driven by the scarcity of available land for affordable housing construction in the 
city center, with its multiple types of land ownerships.  
   
   
FIG. 4.11 Albert House. Top left: Block of shophouses before demolition on Albert Street. Top right: Albert House with 
ground-floor shopping and crèche (annex with second and third floor) and roof garden above, 1957. Bottom left: 
Aerial drawing of Albert House occupying a city block (left) and Rochor House across the street (right). Bottom right: 
Roof garden, playground and crèche, overlooking internal open-air courtyard.  
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Within the SIT’s housing estates, public space is characterized by the commercial activity of 
shopping defined by the low-rise shops-cum-flats type around an open green space. As the term 
tenement housing gave way to “low-cost housing” by 1953, the usage of the terms “artisan,” “artisan 
quarters,” and “artisan shops” were also significantly reduced in the SIT’s housing and planning lexicon. 
Plans for new estates simply contained flats, shops, and open spaces, without specifying the type or 
class of occupants. This was significant on two counts: first, it reflected the impact of local politics – 
preparation for self-government began in 1953 – as well as regional and international events and 
discourses on the work of the SIT. For example, the Low-Cost Housing Exhibition held in New Delhi in 
early 1954 necessitated that the SIT’s represent its work under the rubric of affordable rather than class-
based housing. Secondly, it reflected the shift among the majority of the uneducated and unskilled 
population towards an industrialized class. Previously, most were engaged in a variety of craft-based 
trades, petty businesses, or hawking, with the least skilled taking on manual labor at the many building 
sites throughout the colony. By 1958, housing estates such as Kallang and Alexandra estates were 
homes for those employed in the factories in the adjacent industrial estates bearing the same name. (Fig. 
4.12)  
 
   
Fig. 4.12 Kallang Basin Estate. Left: Aerial view of Kallang Basin after reclamation, 1967. Right: Aerial view of the 





Meanwhile, the mid-1950s saw many privately developed low- and middle-class housing estates 
built with at least one or more blocks of shops and flats defining their commercial center (such as the 
Sennett and Frankel estates, and the largest, the Serangoon Garden Estate, with shops concentrated 
around the traffic circus). The call for private capital investment in low-cost housing to supplement the 
building program of the Trust’s private building activity was raised by the Governor in the Legislative 
Council in late 1952, who cited the Trust’s difficulty in keeping up with the annual population growth of 
35,000 by building only about 20 percent of the estimated 13,000 units per year.536 It was only after 1960 
that the massive transformation of the population into an industrialized class occurred, which saw the 
planning and building of factories within new towns. The “artisans” – previously the largest majority of 
inhabitants – began to be superseded by “factory workers” employed in factories owned by national and 
international corporations.  
 
“Homes for the People”: The HDB and the National Building Program, 1960-1979 
From the implementation of the Housing Development Ordinance and Planning Ordinance on 
February 1, 1960, housing was no longer construed as an improvement but a major component of 
national development. The consolidation of housing and all housing-related work under the HDB meant 
that the design and planning of housing was inextricably bound to its economic and education policies. 
Goh Keng Swee, who became Finance Minister in 1959, advocated industrialization as the main 
economic priority in order to eradicate unemployment and to finance social measures. Rehousing the 
population was the chief priority. Goh and HDB Chairman Lim worked closely with Prime Minister Lee to 
tackle the housing and employment front. In 1963, Lim stepped down from the HDB when it was apparent 
that the first five-year building program would be completed in time, given the record of the first three 
years of building activity.537 He took up the post of Minister of National Development until Independence, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
536 “Extract from Proceedings of the Singapore Legislative Council Meeting on October 14, 1952,” The National 
Archives, Kew, CC0825-88_SIT, 61. 
 
537 This was the official line. The other account was that Lim switched roles with then National Development Minister 
Tan Kia Gan, who lost his seat in the constituency during the 1963 elections.This point was brought up in a recent 




after which he again became Finance Minister (1965-67), while Goh was appointed Minister of Interior 
and Finance (a position that Lim took over in 1967 and returned to Goh in 1970). The consequent direct 
communication between the HDB and the various ministries was meant to ensure an integrated approach 
towards housing and the economy, and for the HDB to expedite its building program.  
A number of interrelated events during this period impacted the subsequent conception and forms 
of public space centered on commercial activity. Goh had drawn up a five-year Development Plan for 
Singapore in 1960 (as a basis for the July financial talks in London), which he revised into a four-year 
program (1961-64) published in April 1961, outlining expenditure in terms of three broad categories: 
economic development (58.3 percent), social development (40.2 percent), and public administration (1.5 
percent). Making a case for economic development during a two-day legislative assembly in April 1961 
amidst the climate of political anxiety (due to the impending merger with Malaysia), he said of his plan: “It 
makes for sober reading, which is an excellent antidote to those given to political euphoria to be reminded 
of the stern and objective facts of our economic life.”538 Shortly thereafter, the EDB was established (in 
August 1961) to attract foreign multi-national corporations to invest in Singapore, followed by a visit from 
the United Nations Industrial Development Mission, which led to the planning of industrial estates as well 
as satellite towns with housing estates within them.539 The EDB was empowered to make loans for 
projects regarded as suitable for Singapore’s development.540 Goh’s immediate project for the EDB, with 
assistance from Dutch economic advisor Albert Winsemius, was the development of industrial estates, 
the largest one being the reclamation of the swampland at Jurong.541  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
leaders in Singapore. Asad-ul Iqbal Latif. Lim Kim San: A Builder of Singapore (Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2009), 
90-91. 
 
538 Legislative Debates: State of Singapore Official Report 15, no. 14 (December 4, 1961), The National Archives, 
CO937-512/15-17. Legislative Debates: State of Singapore Official Report 15, no. 27 (December 19, 1961), CO937-
512/18-29. Goh was also quoted in a letter by C.S. Roberts at the Colonial Office in London to Stuart, the UK 
Commissioner to Singapore. FIN/5801, CO937-512/85. 
 
539 “Plastic Company Embarks on Big Expansion,” The Straits Times, February 18, 1964, 14. 
 
540 “Singapore Seeks to Attract Industry,” Birmingham Post, September 27, 1962, The National Archives, CO937-
512/11 
 
541 Albert Winsemius (1910-1996) led the United Nations Technical Assistance Board (UNTAB) Industrial Survey 
Mission in October 1960 and returned in May 1961 with five-man team to investigate the possibilities of developing 





Beginning in 1960, the PAP government was very active in the many talks and conferences of the 
U.N.’s ECAFE (Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East) in the region, even though Singapore 
did not become a member until 1965 (Malaysia had become a member in 1957).542 Goh led a three-man 
delegation to the 16th ECAFE conference in Bangkok in March 1960, the Parliamentary Secretary 
attended the ECAFE meeting on Trade in January 1961, a delegate from the Ministry of Finance attended 
the 13th ECAFE meeting on Industries and Natural Resources Bangkok in March, and Minister for 
National Development Tan Kia Gan spoke at the New Delhi conference in September of that year. The 
1962 ECAFE meetings concluded with the Seminar on Urban Community Development held in Singapore 
on December 10-20, officiated by PM Lee Kuan Yew.543  
 
Suburban New Towns for Workers  
A direct impact of the UN regional meetings on the housing landscape was the cooperation 
between the HDB and the EDB in the planning and implementation of industrial new towns and estates. 
The Jurong Industrial Estate, located in the southwestern part of the island, was the first industrial satellite 
town developed in Singapore under the EDB.544 It was the first time that a housing estate was planned 
and built in anticipation of a future industrial population that was not yet formed.545 The HDB was tasked 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
542 The ECAFE was established in 1947 in Shanghai, China to assist in post-war economic reconstruction and to 
encourage economic cooperation among member states. The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) moved its headquarters to Bangkok in January 1949. The name was changed in 1974 
to reflect both the economic and social aspects of development and the geographic location of its member countries. 
It had 24 member countries in 1960; in 2013, it had 53 member countries and nine associate members, including 
Hong Kong.  
 
543 The 1962 meetings include the 14th session on industry and natural resources in Bangkok led by EDB Chairman 
Hon Sui Sen in January; the 18th annual conference in Tokyo in March; the Economic Development and Planning 
conference in October and Highway talks held in Bangkok in November; and the 11th session of the Inland Transport 
and Communication Committee held in Bangkok in early December. 
 
544 It was suggested that Jurong is probably derived from the Malay word jerung, which means a “voracious shark.” In 
the first half of the twentieth century, the area was dominated by rubber plantations. Most roads in the industrial 
estate drew inspiration from the nature of industrial activities within the estate and related aspects of industrialization; 
for example, Pier Road, Port Road, Shipyard Road, and Pioneer Road. Victor R. Savage and Brenda Yeoh, 
Toponymics: A Study of Singapore Street Names (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish International Pte. Ltd., 2004), 205.  
 
545 Singapore’s industrialization program was praised by the UN Commissioner for Technical Assistance during his 
visit, who suggested that besides the UN economic experts stationed in Singapore as part of the technical assistance 
program, that the Commission would find ways to help with the development of Jurong. “Economic Progress: UN 




with providing public housing in Jurong to accommodate the industrial workers. Planning for the first 
residential neighborhood was completed in early 1963 and by the end of the year, 221 units of artisan 
quarters, flats, and shops were completed. “Artisan” here refers specifically to those engaged in providing 
services and operating small shops for the estate population.546 In the first few years, the estate was 
sparsely occupied, as the large factories had not yet moved in.547 The flats and shops were barely filled, 
and factory owners were still transferring truckloads of workers to and from the city center every day.548 
The EDB attempted to deal with this by imposing a monthly levy on each truck but was met with strong 
protests from the Singapore Pioneer Industries Union, who cited strong reasons for the transport service. 
First, the newly built flats were still unaffordable to the workers, most of whom were either probationers or 
newly confirmed employees unwilling to pay up to 40 percent of their wages for accommodations. The 
second was that there was insufficient confidence in the security of their jobs since the Jurong industries 
were newly established. The third reason was the lack of community, cultural, and recreational facilities, 
such as dispensaries, schools, and cinemas.549 The EDB and HDB responded by building more facilities, 
and in early 1967 began work on a detailed plan for the phased development of Jurong estate, including 
the planning of provisions for utilities and common services, open spaces, and the town center.  
In 1964, the HDB announced that the focus for its second five-year building program of 1966-70 
would be in the following five areas: Toa Payoh Satellite Town, Jurong New Town, Tiong Bahru Fire Site, 
Kallang Basin, and Henderson Road. Of these, Tiong Bahru was still undergoing further building as part 
of its post-1959 fire redevelopment. Toa Payoh was to be HDB’s first satellite town from the ground up 
that would contain an industrial park in its southeast corner. The other three were planned industrial 
towns containing housing estates within. By December 1965, construction was underway on four 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
546 HDB Annual Report 1963, 28. 
 
547 “64 Want Jurong Estate Sites,” The Straits Times, May 25, 1963, 5. In the early 1960s, the British media 
presented a more skeptical view of Goh’s industrialization program, stating on a few occasions that outside capital 
investment was slow to enter and to take advantage of the incentives offered by the EDB because of the concern 
over the left-wing electorate. See for example, “Singapore Seeks to Attract Industry,” Birmingham Post, September 
27, 1962, The National Archives, CO937-512/11  
 
548 “The Problem: How to Get Workers to Live in Jurong,” The Straits Times, April 3, 1965, 13. 
 





industrial estates under HDB management, with Redhill comprising 30 factories. The National Iron and 
Steel Mills was the first factory to be set up, followed by 24 other factories in 1963. In 1965, the HDB 
announced that there were sufficient flats and houses “for every worker in the Jurong Industrial Complex” 
who wished to stay in the new town.550 In 1968, the Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) was set up to 
manage the town’s development, by which time there were already 153 factories functioning and 47 more 
under construction. There population was 16,000, and a development plan for a “garden town of 100,000” 
was underway.551 According to the Chairman of the JTC Woon Wah Siang, “Jurong Town besides being 
an industrial complex is a town with an equal emphasis on enriching the lives of workers.” Addressing the 
audience at a Rotary Club tea party, he stated: “whether you wish to invest or not, you are welcome to 
Jurong Town to see at first-hand its rapid transformation from swamps into a town teeming with life and 
happiness.”552 By this time, the “Jurong shopping center” and market was completed. It comprised 49 
shops, 73 open pitches, and 32 units of lock-up stalls sold at cost on 99-year leases to those affected by 
resettlement, specifically the demolition of an old market for roadworks on Jurong Road.553 (Fig. 4.13)  
 
.  
Fig. 4.13 Shopping center with two-story market on paved concourse enclosed on two sides by four-story blocks of 
ground-floor shops and flats above, Jurong, 1966. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
550 HDB Annual Report 1965, 22. 
 










That same year, plans for the second-largest industrial estate at Kallang Basin were underway. 
Two-thirds of the 700 acres of former swampland, reclaimed from the Kallang Basin and adjoining areas, 
were sold for industrial development, while the remaining one-third (approximately 220 acres) was 
allotted for public housing.554 In 1961, earthworks at the Bukit Ho Swee fire site done by the HDB 
produced about 400,000 tons of excess earth. This was used to reclaim about 25 acres of land in the 
Kallang Basin. The pilot scheme proved to be so successful that the HDB decided to reclaim 400 acres of 
swampland as a complementary project to Toa Payoh, where there would be five million tons of excess 
earth about a mile and a half away.555 The earth was transported from Toa Payoh to Kallang Basin on a 
specially constructed haulage road for that single purpose over five years, from 1963 to 1968. Although 
the Kallang Basin estate was not fully completed until 1975, the residential neighborhoods already 
contained a “more efficient concept of planning for the better utilization of land.” The previous concept of 
shops circumscribing the market and hawker stalls was replaced by two rows of low-rise shophouses 
facing one another with a paved pedestrian walk in between. The hawkers’ center and market were 
located on one side of the row of shops.556 (Figs. 4.14 and 4.15)  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
554 Kallang Basin was planned to be Singapore’s second biggest industrial complex satellite town with a population of 
100,000 by 1975. “HDB Project to Turn Kallang Basin into Major Industrial Town,” The Straits Times, April 25, 1971, 5.  
555 In 1963, the government (who was advised by a UN drainage and reclamation expert in 1962) approved the 
scheme, and the HDB was tasked with carrying out the reclamation project in conjunction with the development of 
Toa Payoh. HDB, Homes for the People: 50,000 Up (Singapore: HDB, 1965), 77-78. 
 





   
Fig. 4.14 The HDB’s Kallang Basin Estate. Left: Aerial photograph of Kallang Basin taken in 1970, showing the long 
row of two-story shop-houses flanked by two 24-story point blocks. Right: Ground floor shops at one of the 12-story 
slab blocks with wide pedestrian pathway and a row of plants to conceal the ditch that runs parallel to the block (there 
is a planned drainage system in this reclaimed site).  
 
    
Fig. 4.15 Shopping center at Kallang Basin Estate. Left: View of low-rise shopping center from open space across the 
road, 1970. Right: View of shopping center showing ground floor shops and flats above.  
 
In his analysis of public housing as an explicit form of social control in Singapore, Christopher 
Tremewan seeks to demonstrate the multi-prong approach of the PAP – through the HDB, the URD (later 
URA), and JTC, as well as through forced resettlement, the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) launched in 




forced savings” – in its effort to maintain political stability and keep the citizenry in what he decries as 
their “working-class barracks.”557 He describes how the Government ensured that there was no 
alternative housing for the working class population, and by the late 1970s, where HDB housing was 
already catering to the middle class and with the setting up of residents’ committees, the social 
organization of the PAP was transposed into the housing estates. “The formation of Residents’ 
committees,” he writes, “indicates a trend towards implicating the middle class in the administration of the 
working class where they both live as well as at a distance through civil service. The integration of 
policing and PAP-state political organization within estates represents a tighter linkage between the 
provision of housing welfare, political loyalty and the apparatus of state violence.”558 Tremewan cites 
David Harvey’s Limits to Capital (1982) to identify that the provision of essential wage goods through 
state welfare maximizes profitability and also control workers.  
Where welfare is provided largely through companies, workers are bound to them; where 
a great deal of welfare is obtained through the state, as in Singapore, political loyalty to 
the state is induced. Singaporeans have been forced to purchase a large proportion of 
their subsistence requirements from the state. This has given the PAP-state considerable 
power to ensure profitability on behalf of foreign capital, to manage crises by lowering or 
raising the level of welfare and to generate political loyalty… Through state consolidation 
of an effective system of welfare provision, the use of overt state violence to cement 
control was rendered unnecessary.559  
   
The problematic underlying Tremewan’s analysis was, on the contrary, widely lauded by the experts who 
visited Singapore. Paul Wendt, for example, commended the double posting of Howe Yoon Chong, who 
was chairman of the HDB and permanent secretary of the Ministry of Law and Development because “a 
nation’s housing policy has to be coordinated with economic policy.”560  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
557 The CPF was started by the colonial government in 1955 and was re-enacted in 1965 as a nation-wide scheme. 
 
558 Christopher Tremewan, The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore (Hampshire; London: Macmillan 
Press Ltd., 1994), 68. 
 
559 Ibid., 72. 
 
560 Wendt was then Chairman of the Real Estate program at University of California, Berkeley, where he remained 
until 1972, when he left to start a similar program at the University of Georgia; he later returned to Berkeley in 1979. 
He pioneered the application of modern financial theory to real estate and was an expert in international housing, 
land-use policies and real-estate financing, and often provided expertise to various government agencies. Orbituary: 
Paul F. Wendt, SFGate, June 5, 2000, http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Paul-F-Wendt-2774057.php. Examples of 
publications which made him a relevant expert visitor to Singapore in 1967 include: Real Estate Appraisal: A Critical 




Building Types: Factories, Flats and Markets  
Extending Tremewan’s analysis, the 1970s was a watershed decade in the building of a 
community that began with working-class citizens and very quickly evolved and expanded to a middle-
class population who would then manage themselves and eventually become the majority.561 The 
standardization of housing types and shopping configurations was an important part of this national 
community-building schema, of which the market and shopping center played a central role in providing a 
“heart” to the town.562 Throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, the HDB’s approach towards the 
integration of shopping and the market within the housing estates could be broadly classified into three 
types: 1. block of ground-floor shops and flats above; 2. Free-standing single-story building housing a wet 
market and hawker center (cooked food stalls); 3. Free-standing two-to-three-story building housing wet 
market, hawker center, shops, and recreational programs.  
The first type, a development of what the SIT had started in the low-rise tenement blocks in the 
city center and extended into the early housing estates (Tiong Bahru and Queenstown), was further 
streamlined and rationalized in the slab blocks of the 1960s. These contained one-to-three-room flats with 
typical widths of 18 or 20 feet. The highest of these blocks reached 16 stories and were mostly expansive 
in width with three or more vertical circulation cores. This meant that shops and flats were 
interchangeable as they shared the same footprint, and determined by the span between structural party 
walls. There were also a number of blocks that were planned in pairs, or clusters, to extend the ground 
coverage of shops. The two ten-story blocks at Cantonment Road – a pilot project under the 1963 urban 
renewal scheme, which replaced two bungalows and a row of one-story houses – contained 334 one-, 
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two- and three-bedroom units, ten shops and a crèche for 150 children on the ground floor. It indicated 
the replacement in the central area of private individual lots and homes with a newly reconstituted 
community of mainly nuclear families. Not only did the crèche on the ground floor mark a shift in the 
occupation of the ground floor, but it became a key programmatic component in subsequent blocks. This 
also indicated the transition among the majority population from a single- to a double-income household 
of working parents. (Fig. 4.16)  
   
   
Fig. 4.16. The HDB’s vertical shophouse. Top left: Two blocks of ten-story flats at Cantonment Road. Right: 12-story 
block of one-room improvement flats with ground floor shops at Tiong Bahru Estate, 1967. Bottom left: 16-story block 
of flats with ground floor shops  – the tallest block at MacPherson Road Estate, 1965. Bottom right: 16-story block of 
flats as part of the extension of Redhill Estate, 1966. Living quarters for the shop owners were typically on the first 
floor. 
 
For the latter two types, which are really variations of the free-standing shopping center, the 
location and building type was mainly determined by the population size of the neighborhood, the location 




center with community facilities was built for the new population of workers in Jurong Industrial Town as it 
is far from the city center and the nearest estate. In a smaller estate like Saint Michael Estate, northeast 
of the city center, a smaller shopping center that constituted a wet market on the ground floor and dried 
goods stalls on the first was completed in 1964. Towards the end of the decade, the HDB felt it necessary 
to consolidate all the hawkers who were setting up stalls in the open spaces and empty lots between the 
blocks into a single building and regulate them. During this time, a number of single-story structures, 
typically with a single- or double-pitched roof, were built to accommodate the hawkers. (Fig. 4.17)  
  
Fig. 4.17 Architecture for hawkers. Left: Hawkers in an open space in front of a new block, 1964. Right: Single-story 
Queenstown Market on its opening day on December 1, 1963.  
 
With the introduction of the HOS in February 1964 (the HDB was tasked to implement it), the 
second half of the decade saw the building of the third type of shopping center as part of the effort to 
instill the sense of community for these new stakeholders of the nation’s property.563 This is demonstrated 
in Neighborhood III of Queenstown, where the shopping center opened at the same time as the 
introduction of the pilot scheme for the purchase of 2,068 two- and three-room flats on 99-year leases. 
Only Singapore citizens were eligible to purchase the flats, and those who could not afford to buy one 
upfront could obtain a low-interest-rate loan from the Board. The HDB announced the scheme as “a 
social innovation [that] paves the way for those in the lower-income group to own their own houses and to 
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engender in them a feeling of security and well-being in society.”564 The scheme was extended to other 
estates in 1965 and by 1968 CPF could be used as down payment for a flat.565 Henceforth, these 
buildings would be clustered with other HDB-provided social amenities in adjacent blocks, such as 
government-run polyclinics, libraries, post-offices, and community centers. The agglomeration of these 
buildings was typically named the “shopping center” or the “town center”. (Figs. 4.18 to 4.20)  
  
Fig. 4.18 The HDB’s Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 1964. Left: Launch of HOS at Neighborhood III, Queenstown, 
1964. HDB Annual Report 1964, 8. Right: Balloting ceremony at MacPherson Estate for the sale of flats officiated by 
the Minister of Law and National Development, 1965.  
 
    
Fig. 4.19 A “Shopping Center” for each estate. Left: Aerial photograph of Queenstown Neighborhood III, showing the 
shopping center of single-story shops surrounding a market, amidst the high-rise housing blocks. Source: HDB 
Annual Report 1964, 29. Right: Close-up of the one-story flat-roof structure housing hawker stalls in Queenstown 
Neighborhood III, 1968.  
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Fig. 4.20 Left: Two-story shopping center at Tiong Bahru Estate, 1968. Right: Two-story shopping center at Tanjong 
Rhu Estate, 1968.  
 
In the HDB’s first two new towns Queenstown and Toa Payoh, the move to consolidate the shops 
corresponded to new blocks of greater proportions and heights. Within these estates, a re-programming 
of the ground level – beyond only shops for the rehoused or new tenants – was taking place. New blocks 
were built that either contained a “void ground floor [that] serves as a covered play area,” (for example, 
the L-shaped block of three-room improved flats at Toa Payoh) or were occupied by programs such as 
shops and a crèche, offices, and/or light industry. In the case of an 11-story block of two-room flats at Toa 
Payoh Neighborhood IV completed in 1971, for example, the ground floor was occupied by light industrial 
workshops. That same year, a large 16-story linear slab block with the same programmatic configuration 
of ground-floor light industrial shops and improved three-room flats above was completed at the Kallang 
Basin estate.566 The void deck (as it was named from the mid-1970s) became the place not just for the 
daily gatherings children and the elderly, but later for estate community events and celebrations for 
residents. Post-1965 saw more and larger blocks that contained a larger number of shops. In Toa Payoh, 
the blocks of shops increased to form a shopping center that included a two-story market and hawker 
center enclosed by three blocks of four-story ground-floor shops and flats above, fronted by a large 
children’s playground across the street. This programmatic expansion was an elaboration of the previous 
configuration of shops circumscribing an open space, typical of the SIT’s estate plans. (Fig. 4.21)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





In the older estate of Queenstown, shops were further integrated into the new taller and larger 
blocks, and always fronted by a parking lot. At the same time, the shopping center in the form of two rows 
of two-story shops and flats was built in each of the seven neighborhoods. At Clarence Lane in 
Neighborhood 1 (Princess Estate) for example, a nine-story winged-shape block with three vertical cores 
containing 64 three-room flats above eight ground-floor shops was completed in 1961, towering over the 
neighboring six four-story blocks.567 The town shopping center, complete with market, shops, an 
emporium, bowling alley, nightclub, cinema, sports complex, and police station, was completed in 1970. It 
showcased the new ideas of the shopping center within planned housing estates based on the 
neighborhood concept according to a three-tier hierarchy: shops in a block, to neighborhood shopping 
cluster, to town shopping center. (Figs. 4.22 and 4.23) In Neighborhood VII, the final estate in 
Queenstown, completed in 1971, the residential area containing 11 20-story blocks of one- to three-room 
flats, open spaces, roads, and parking lots, constituted more than 60 percent of the total area, while the 
industrial area took up 15 percent. The remaining area went to community and infrastructural facilities, 
such as the school, cemetery (reburial site), and bus terminal. In the whole of Queenstown, residential 
dwellings took up more than 50 percent of the total area, and the industrial area occupied only four 
percent. (Fig. 4.24) This was the typical proportion for housing and industry in housing estates and new 
towns, unless they were specifically planned as industrial towns, as in Jurong, where housing takes up a 
proportionately small area.  
  
Fig. 4.21 Shopping center with two-story market on paved concourse enclosed on three sides by four-story blocks of 
shops and flats, with a large playground across the street, Toa Payoh Neighborhood III, 1967. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
567 A 20-story version of the same winged form was constructed at Toa Payoh towards the end of the decade; it 





Fig. 4.22 Vertical “shophouse” blocks. Aerial and street views of the nine-story winged block with ground-floor shops 
and three-room flats on the upper floors at Clarence Lane, Queenstown Neighborhood 1, 1961.   
    
  
Fig. 4.23 Modern two-story markets surrounded by a paved concourse. Top left: The HDB’s two-story shopping 
Center with market enclosed by two-story shops at Neighborhood IV, Queenstown, 1967. Top right: Three-story 
shopping center with department store, restaurant, and night club on top floor at Queenstown Town Center, 1967 
(demolished). Bottom: The SIT’s two-story market with parabolic-vaulted metal roofing and expressive reinforced 
concrete frame at Commonwealth Avenue, Queenstown. Fresh food is sold on the ground floor and dried goods on 





Fig. 4.24 Plan of Neighborhood VII, Queenstown. The residential area, open spaces, roads, and parking constituted 
more than 60 percent of the total area. 
 
An employment survey conducted by the HDB in late 1972 showed that more than 78 percent of 
the 60,480 workers engaged in the industrial establishments, shops, and hawker/food centers in the 14 
HDB estates lived within the estates themselves. Given that the population of HDB dwellers was around 
900,000 in 1972, the figure constituted about 6 percent of the total population. The survey was intended 
to determine the employment opportunities created by the industrial and service sectors within HDB 
estates, as a verification of the Board’s two-prong agenda of housing and employment.568 The detailed 
study, undertaken by Stephen Yeh (then Head of the Statistics and Research Department in the HDB), 
was published in Homes for the People.569 It also reported that 31 percent of the total HDB population 
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was employed in the estates themselves. A third of these were engaged in factory work, thus providing 
the HDB with a basis for proceeding with the development of the dual-building program – the housing 
estate and the industrial estate.570  
After the two-year merger with Malaysia (September 16, 1963 to August 9, 1965), which was 
fraught with tension, Singapore’s emergence as an independent nation allowed the ruling PAP regime to 
consolidate its position and focus on immediate economic problems. Heavily dependent on entrepôt trade 
and labor-intensive industries, the PAP government revisited and continued Goh Keng Swee’s pre-
merger policy on developing Singapore as a mixed economy, which entailed a combination of private 
enterprise and state involvement.571 The recommendations made by the 1961 United Nations Industrial 
Development Mission and the 1963 Report by the UN Program of Technical Assistance Team, as well as 
those from various experts on economic and urban development invited by Goh, were reviewed. These 
provided the basis for the various nation-wide programs such as the HDB’s second five-year building 
program (1965-69), the URD Sale of Land Sites Scheme (launched in 1967) and the Home Ownership 
Scheme (launched in 1964), etc. The authors of the 1963 Report identified Singapore as lacking 
managerial knowledge on how to run large-scale industries and recommended that the best way to 
acquire it is to encourage large-scale industries to come from abroad to operate locally, and hire local 
technicians who will in time will acquire the skills. They pointed out that in Jurong, there was already a 
policy of inviting foreign investment in industry and went on to argue that if these can produce newly 
developed products or goods cheaper and/or better than existing products on the market, then foreign 
firms with well-established distribution channels could sell them.572 They suggested that the more these 
firms could be induced to set up their plants in Singapore, the higher the likelihood of an industrial 
development sufficient to maintain the flow of private investment at a high enough level to insure stable 
and healthy economic growth. Underlying their economic recommendations is the assumption that 
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Singapore would join the world-wide movement of people to urban centers and become a “powerful 
magnet for the migrating rural population.”573  
The Report projects that in 1990 Singapore would be an urban island of four million, with a 
density of 17,800 people per square mile. The guiding concept envisaged a ring of settlements self-
contained except for employment around the island, referred to as Ring City Singapore. The 
recommendations for land acquisition programs, house construction programs, house ownership and 
saving campaigns, as well as a publicity and advertising program to popularize the Board’s work and the 
policies of urban renewal, were all taken up and enacted immediately after Independence. It also 
recommended a joint program of actions to be taken by public authorities and private investors to 
enhance the timing of building activities. As the building industry was the second largest employer of 
labor in Singapore (after the armed forces), it stated that this would allow for the regulation of the 
employment market in the interest of the development policy of the Government. The Report also 
recommended that Jurong be a satellite town, rather than “merely… a large industrial estate” as it was 
then conceived, as well as the establishment of a Jurong New Town Corporation with stocks co-held by 
the EDB and HDB.574 This underscored their recommendation for the integration of housing and industry, 
not just in Jurong but for all housing estates, as they pushed for the Ring City concept with self-contained 
settlements. The 196-page document concludes with the final recommendation to form an urban renewal 
section and to launch a pilot project of urban renewal.575  
Throughout the late 1960s into the mid-1970s, the pairing of the factory and the flat (together with 
the food market and shopping center as the primary amenities around which others were clustered) was a 
key criterion for the planning and design of housing estates. The EDB worked in collaboration with 
companies such as Dutch electronics maker Philips (which has operated in Malaya since 1954), Imperial 
Chemical Industries, and local company Alliance Plastic (founded in 1957 by two brothers) on the latter’s 
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expansion program that included the building of a new factory in Tanjong Rhu, near Kallang, in 1964. 
Philips’ collaboration with Alliance Plastic on the production and service of lighting fittings was given much 
media attention, as Finance Minister Goh personally officiated the foundation stone laying ceremony.576 
The growing demand for lighting fixtures was propelled by building activity. Plastics were also a key 
component in electronics and one of the key industrial concerns recommended by the UN Industrial 
Development Mission.577 Ten years after, the influx of investment in manufacturing, mainly for export, saw 
the “the first mass opening of factories in Singapore” – starting with General Electric’s $30-million 
program launched in 1970 to build five factories and employ 3,000 local workers.578 Two were opened in 
Kallang in 1971, one making transistor radio chasis, another receiving tube mounts. The third in Toa 
Payoh began operation in 1972, producing radios and tape-recorders, and the last two were in Jurong, 
manufacturing housewares and clock timers, and appliance components and small motors, respectively. 
Joining the GE factory in Toa Payoh New Town were a Philips factory and a factory for Italian electronics 
manufacturer SGS.579  
Meanwhile, the relocation and consolidation of a particular industrial type within an estate as a 
direct consequence of clearance and resettlement was going on in other estates and new towns. To build 
Ang Mo Kio New Town, a bit north of Toa Payoh, some 250 residents, shops, and 35 farmers on 200 
acres of land were cleared in 1972 to give way to flats and automobile repair workshops.580 The new 
resettlement policy introduced in July 1, 1971 offered increased incentives in the form of cash grants or 
free flats for farmers and squatters in exchange for uprooting them from the land. This, coupled with the 
Land Acquisition Act (1966) and the HOS, initiated a new phase of housing and industry building by the 
HDB, URA and JTC throughout the island. More significantly, it ushered in a decade of social and 
economic transformation as farmers left their former industry to take up jobs in the factories, shops, food 
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centers and markets, and paved the way for the launching of Singapore’s second industrial revolution in 
1979 (the first occurred less than two decades earlier, in the late 1950s), when 80 percent of the 
population was already housed in HDB flats. One indication of the PAP government’s multi-prong 
nationalizing agenda could be seen in the various ministerial appointments that HDB Chairman Lim Kim 
San (previously a banker) undertook during his “tour of duty” within the government, which was meant to 
give him a fuller picture of the impact of programs and policies. He headed five different but interrelated 
ministries throughout his twenty years in public service.581 Between 1963 and 1965, Lim became the 
Minister for National Development, the central decision-making authority that oversaw urban planning and 
development in Singapore.582 During his brief tenure, he was responsible for directing the clearance of 
Jurong and pushing for an island-wide urban renewal program that included a focus on infrastructural 
building to improve traffic conditions. He also saw to the acceleration of work by the Public Works 
Department (PWD), and set up a coordinating body to ensure that the various statutory boards were 
coordinating road work to avoid overlaps and duplication.583  
 
Urban Renewal and Land Sales 
Urban renewal was outlined in the 1958 Master Plan and brought up once again by Goh at the 
Legislative Assembly debates in December 1961.584 He pointed out that based on the 1958 Plan, the 
HDB with its staff and organizational structure, would not be able to take care of the problem of slums in 
the city center, as it had “enough on its hands to carry out its own housing program,” mainly in the 
suburbs. He suggested that the Government purchase all properties in the city center once the leases 
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were up in areas to be re-developed. As this was anticipated to be a massive operation that would cost 
several hundred millions of dollars, he requested that the UN send a specialist to advise them on the 
long-term development of the city, how to remove the slums and redevelop them, and how to build a 
modern city. The UN responded by sending a Technical Assistance team of experts. Their November 
1963 report highlighted four major problems that needed to be addressed in the city: the unexpected rate 
of population growth, the rapid expansion of the built-up area, traffic congestion, and central area decay.  
Only a few months after the release of the Report, the HDB set up an Urban Renewal 
Department (URD) headed by architect-planner Alan Choe, who had joined the HDB in 1960. In 1963, he 
became second-in-command to Chief Architect Teh Cheang Wan after the departure of Senior Architect 
Ng Chee Sen. In 1964, Choe, who led the local team to assist in the UN Report on Urban Renewal, was 
tasked with leading the Urban Renewal work within the HDB though there was not yet an official 
department until after Independence. In 1966, the Urban Renewal Department was started up with 11 
staff members, including Choe, five assistant architects, an architect-planner, an assistant structural 
engineer, an assistant civil engineer, and two land officers.585 What followed immediately were the 
planning and preparation of sites for development projects in the city center – named Precinct South and 
Precinct North, which had been acquired by the government. Together, they would contain over 4,000 
families and businesses relocated from nearby estates. “Urban renewal” then expanded and specified the 
HDB’s “improvement” [of the Town and Island of Singapore] as the operative term. According to the HDB, 
“Urban Renewal… does not mean just the construction of low cost housing. It means the general 
improvement of the whole environment including roads, carparking facilities, the provision of amenities 
and the construction of a variety of commercial buildings which necessitates the investment of private 
capital.”586  
As the HDB replicated the shop-cum-flats typology throughout various locations in the city center 
and in adjacent suburban sites (not within estates) identified to be “in urgent need of redevelopment,” the 
URD launched its first Sale of Sites Program in June 1967, and sold 13 land parcels occupying a total 
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area of 13.93 hectares (approximately 34.5 acres) for private development. Nine of these projects 
contained shopping as a key program. With the exception of one nine-story office building and an 
amusement park, the rest of the building complexes contained different combinations of programs, 
including an office-shopping-cinema complex and a recreation-shops-restaurant complex, four hotel-
shopping complexes with one containing upper-level flats for sale, and two office-shopping-flat complexes 
designed by a Singapore-based architectural firm, DP Architects. Of these, DP’s People’s Park Complex, 
already a shopping hub and a highly publicized site located in the heart of Chinatown, best represents the 
socio-spatial contestations that occurred within these sites as a direct consequence of urban renewal. 






Fig. 4.25 Urban renewal in the Central Area of Singapore. Top: The Central Area was divided into five north precincts 
(N1-5) and seven southern precincts (S1-7). People’s Park Complex is located within Precinct South 1 (grey) under 
the urban renewal program, 1967. Bottom: Sites sold under the Sale of Sites Program between 1967 and 1983.  
 
People’s Park Complex: The Private Development of a Public Building, c.1965-1970 
“In the redevelopment of our City we will need the full co-operation not only of the 
building industry, but also of private enterprise and the people. Everybody has a part to 
play. It is therefore fitting that more and more attention should be focused on the 
problems of the future, particularly in respect of the redevelopment of the urban areas of 
our City.” 
— Minister for National Development Lim Kim San, at the opening of the Building Industry 
Exhibition organized by Singapore Polytechnic, January 22, 1965.587 
 
The People’s Park Complex occupies the site of the previous “People’s Park Market” – a market 
and shopping center of single-story shops and makeshift structures that was popular among locals and 
tourists. Its historical significance can be traced back to Singapore’s founding in 1819, where the section 
of the city south of the Singapore River was allocated to the Chinese population, mostly immigrants from 
South China. Chinatown evolved out of a form of colonial containment that identified the Chinese as a 
diaspora, thus not allowing their demographic advantage to dominate the culture. Under the British, the 
containment created through segregation (and consequent overcrowding) produced a historic template 
for a constricted mixed-use neighborhood where the domestic and commercial co-existed in the form of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





large blocks of continuous rows of back-to-back shophouses. Public space within this urban rubric was 
limited to the street or edge, the market, the temple, the river, and residual fields and vacant lots.   
The “People’s Park” was one such open space intended for leisure. From the onset, it was 
occupied by hawkers selling food, clothing, and housewares, and it functioned as the Chinese counterpart 
to the Padang – a green field designated for colony-wide celebrations, parades, and recreational sports 
like cricket and lawn tennis – on the other side of the River. By 1950, the “People’s Park Market,” rampant 
with illegal hawkers, was already the social and economic hub of Chinatown, triggering the colonial 
government to advocate for the redevelopment of Chinatown to deal with “the appalling overcrowding.” 
The colonial government dissolved before any plan was drawn.588 Following Independence, the condition 
of racial containment was altered, yet the specific steps taken to secularize and contain cultural identity 
were no less explicit. Among these were efforts aimed at social integration and marketization that often 
conflicted.  
A fire that broke out on Christmas night of 1966 wiped out most of the makeshift structures and 
sealed the fate of the People’s Park Market. The new government, initiated a systematic process of re-
allocation, reconstruction, and reinvention of People’s Park as a privately owned interior public space. No 
longer residual, it was a project of urban design based on market principles, and co-financed, planned, 
and managed by the State.  
The People’s Park Complex was one of the 14 urban sites sold to private developers in the 
Central Area. Designed by DP architects in 1967 and opened for business in 1970, the project embodies 
the paradox of an urban architectural model for social integration within a developmental framework. It 
has been celebrated as an exemplary urban architectural model specific to its place and historical 
condition, when the nationalizing moment intersected with the architectural context of the 1960s.589 Its 
architectural proponents shared a preoccupation with the architect-designed public gathering places of 
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the CIAM, Team 10, Urban Design at the GSD, and the Japanese Metabolist Group.590 As Fumihiko Maki 
commented when he visited during the project’s construction, “[w]e theorized and you people are getting 
it built.”591 Rem Koolhaas called it “a brutal high-rise slab on a brutal podium” that is “in fact a condensed 
version of a Chinese downtown, a three-dimensional market based on the cellular matrix of Chinese 
shopping – a modern-movement Chinatown.”592  
The mid-1960s seemed to be a moment where the architect as urban designer was given the 
space to translate public policy and programmatic concepts to advocate for the realization of an urban 
development in an emerging architectural design. Yet conflict, a condition common to all contemporary 
cities, was not present in the accounts of the People’s Park project by its commentators and historians, 
who focused primarily on celebrating it as Singapore’s tribute to brutalist architecture and an indication of 
the URA’s success. Maki, reflecting upon the first Urban Design Conference at Harvard in 1956, pointed 
out the value of competitions as spaces for reflection on issues of reconstruction after cities experience 
complete or partial destruction. “As long as, and precisely because the city is incomplete,” he writes, 
“emphasis on any particular direction calls forth dissent and challenges that in turn open up new 
possibilities.”593  
In the case of the enforced partial destruction of Chinatown for urban renewal, that contested 
space for reflection and debate was not created. Instead, the architecture of the People’s Park Complex 
was wholly complicit with the State project of rebranding identity, incubating the consumer-citizen, and 
symbolizing the embrace of the vernacular within the national. Whereas the architects provided the 
modern work-live container, the State as regulator and event-programmer conditioned the types of 
sociability that traversed the building complex and by extension, the new citizenry. Even as a privately 
owned entity, the complex – from its operations and demographic to the maximization of its building 
footprint, its rigidly delineated sectional datum of commercial and residential spaces, to its continuous 
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shopping interior and atrium event areas – presents itself as a simulacrum of the city, a miniaturization of 
the State apparatus. This was especially the case during the first two decades of nation building, when its 
position as a hub was repeatedly emphasized by its various proponents (the state, developers, and 
architects), as it played host to many cultural celebrations and national education exhibitions. 
 
Rebranding Chinatown 
Chinatown continued to be the targeted site under the Government’s inaugural urban renewal 
program, following the recommendations made by the team of United Nations experts.594 Their report 
served as the basis for the Urban Renewal Plan of 1964.595 In February 1964, Choe was tasked with 
leading the Urban Renewal team, a subsidiary of the Building Department in the HDB, and executing the 
Plan. The objective was to rejuvenate the old core of the city by making better economic use of the 1,700 
acres of land. It proposed a redevelopment strategy in stages, with new multi-story blocks of apartments, 
commercial houses, restaurants, hotels, theaters, shopping centers, markets, schools, multi-story car 
parks, etc. Provision was made for a traffic circulatory system and mass transport system to 
accommodate four million people and half a million vehicles by the end of the millennium.596 The 
implementation of the Plan would be a joint venture with private enterprise, “for such a gigantic task as 
envisaged… maximum co-operation between the private and public sector is sine qua non.” 597  
The Plan was delayed due to the uncertainties of Singapore’s political situation. Between April 4 
and August 7, 1965, the HDB sent Choe on a four-month study tour of Europe and America, including a 
week-long trip to Tokyo en-route to Europe. Two days after his return, Singapore became an independent 
nation and the HDB celebrated the success of its five-year building program with “Housing Board Week” 
at the Outram Prison site. By this time, more than a third of the population of one million was already 
housed in public housing estates, and by the end of 1965, the Urban Renewal team had grown from three 
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to 76. It prepared a plan that divided the Central area into 17 precincts, nine in the north and eight south 
of the Singapore River. A scheduled program of action was drawn up for each of the precincts based on 
priority, and redevelopment of the two precincts began simultaneously. The strategy was “a two-prong 
centrifugal action of redevelopment moving from North and south towards the City Centre.”598 Meanwhile, 
the Building Department conducted information talks and activities to educate the people on the merits of 
urban renewal and to garner public support for the Government’s “earnest intentions” in anticipation of the 
acquisition of public open space by private enterprise.599  
The modernization of Chinatown via the People’s Park Complex began in 1967 with the setting 
up of the URD, headed by Choe, within the HDB. The previous program of clearance and reallocation 
was expanded to a two-prong approach from the points of view of finance, resources, and enterprise. On 
June 16, the Minister of Law and National Development E.W. Barker announced a S$90-million plan for 
14 urban redevelopment projects the government would carry out with private enterprise. This was to be 
the first program of its kind in the world whereby private participation on such a scale was promoted by a 
government. He extended the invitation to investors both in Singapore and abroad, highlighting their roles 
as investors of the new nation. “Urban renewal, in fact, thrives on private participation,” he stated.600 The 
Government provided incentives in the form of installment payments for land purchases (20 percent down 
payment and the balance of eighty percent to be spread over ten years without interest) and a property 
tax exemption for six months, plus a timeline of one month per story for the building construction. 
Developers could choose to carry out the sketch plans provided by the URD, amend them, or reject the 
Government’s and submit their own. Successful tenders were based on the premium offered, the capital 
investment, the employment generated, and the revenue potential – as well as architectural merits.  
The URD's explicit call for contemporary building types that manifest its ideals in urban 
development was met with many responses, mostly from developers who had not built such large-scale, 
mixed-use buildings before. Each came paired with a local architectural firm led by young and ambitious 
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foreign-trained architects. In late 1967, 25-year-old Singapore developer Ho Kok Cheong and DP 
Architects led by Koh Seow Chuan (1939-), William Lim, and Tay Kheng Soon won the tender to develop 
their 30-story People’s Park Complex, which covered an area of two and a half acres. The complex was 
Ho’s first development project in Singapore, and DP Architects’ first urban project, having started that 
year. Ho explained the importance of keeping the name of People’s Park, as it was a name that had 
become “legendary in the hearts and mind of the citizens of Singapore a place of gaiety, life, and activity.” 
“When completed,” he stated, “People’s Park will recapture and recreate the atmosphere on a larger and 
more sophisticated scale. It will also thrive and remain lit at night in keeping with its existing character.”601 
This new space of consumption would also be housed in a modern, air-conditioned building.  
 
Incubating the Consumer-Citizen: Private Space of Shopping and Public Space of the Nation 
Implicit in Ho’s statement was his desire to replace the old tenants with new ones who would be 
more appropriate to occupy the new People’s Park Complex. The URD was in the process of relocating 
the shop owners and hawkers affected by the Christmas Day fire, first to an open space down the street 
and then into a shopping complex adjacent to the People’s Park site on Park Road, and then to another 
block of flats in Outram Road, a 15-minute walk southwest. From the announcement of the project to the 
opening of the shopping and parking podium in 1970, the People’s Park Complex garnered so much 
public attention that it overshadowed the other People’s Park building, the nine-story Park Road 
Redevelopment project completed by the HDB in late 1967. Located on the site adjacent to the Complex, 
the S$2.3-million shopping-cum-residential building comprised three floors of 290 shops, 74 eating stalls, 
a crèche and a kindergarten, and six floors of two- and three-room flats. Its tenants witnessed the 
demolition of the old People’s Park Market in 1968 and then the rise of the 31-story S$17-million People’s 
Park Complex out of two and a half acres of rubble. In place of the one-story stalls and restaurants was 
the biggest and tallest shopping-cum-residential complex ever to be built in Singapore then. It contained 
56 offices, 233 departmental stores and emporiums, and 44 kiosks in the five-story shopping podium, as 
well as 98 one-room flats, 144 three-room flats and 18 four-room flats in the 26-story residential slab 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





block. In a (perhaps unintentially) ironic anticipatory statement to mark the demolition, the developer Ho 
said: “We want to maintain the image of a people’s park.”602 (Fig. 4.26) 
 
  
Fig. 4.26 People’s Park Complex on New Bridge Road, Precinct S1, designed by DP Architects, photograph c.1970.  
 
That image of a people’s park is at once a projection and construction. The URD worked in 
parallel with the developer to disperse lower-income “people” from the “People’s Park.” Choe estimated 
that six new low-cost dwellings nearby must be provided for every slum structure demolished.603 He saw 
the redevelopment project of shopping podium and residential block as the most appropriate type to 
accommodate Singapore’s projected density. Moreover, the complex embodied the ideals of a more 
physically and economically mobile citizenry. The three-story podium of the HDB’s “People’s Park” was 
naturally ventilated with a large, central open-air courtyard. On the third floor was an open play deck 
adjacent to the crèche, serving as a buffer zone between the bustling commercial activities below and the 
residences above.604 It was the first State-provided crèche and play deck in the city center designed in 
response to the rapidly rising trend of working mothers, as Singapore’s expanding industries increasingly 
turned to women laborers. Choe extended this notion of buffer zones to open space and parks as 
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transitional zones “for pedestrians to move from one precinct to another.” He maintained that urban 
renewal was the only response to the city’s growth, and that the shopping-cum-residential complex was 
the only architectural type complicit with the social and economic development of the city. (Figs. 4.27 and 
4.28) 
 
   
FIG. 4.27 People’s Park Center old and new. Left: People’s Park Market and Shopping Center before demolition in 
1968. Right: The demolished site with the adjacent newly constructed People’s Park building in the background. 
 
   
Fig. 4.28 The HDB’s People’s Park building. Left: The People’s Park building, July 15, 1970. Right: The rooftop 




The developer and the tenants’ association celebrated the modernized version of Chinatown with 
organized activities marking major Chinese events, such as a pugilistic show and a lion dance in 
conjunction with a “giant sale” to mark the Lunar New Year. The space was also frequently loaned to the 
Government for national education exhibitions – on pedestrian safety and traffic consciousness, home 
safety, dental hygiene, etc.605 He demonstrated the idea of a “larger and more sophisticated” update of 
the old People’s Park by inviting businesses like the Bata Shoe Company (from Czechoslovakia) to set up 
their largest flagship store and Eastern United Trading to set up a department store selling home 
furnishings.606 Ho openly concurred with the government’s vision on urban renewal and policies on 
housing and development.607 As a patron of the Building and Estate Management Society (BEMS), he 
urged members to recognize their “tremendous responsibility” in maintaining all that had been planned 
and built, and to actively contribute to the growth of the city into a center of modern office towers and 
commercial complexes.608 Filled with throngs of shoppers from the day of its opening, the Complex was 
proffered as the model for further development in Singapore and Malaysia, which began to be referred as 
“similar to the People’s Park Complex.”609  
 
Symbolizing Local and National Networks  
In mid-1967, Choe presented a proposed sketch design at an estimated cost of S$10-million, to 
demonstrate the URD’s objective of developing a shopping center with flats to minimize traffic and 
parking problems by bringing residents closer to their workplaces.610 He referred to this new architectural 
type as one that houses an entire township. In addition, his description of the core of dense human and 
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vehicular traffic departed from the ideas summarized at the 8th CIAM Congress in Hoddesdon, England: 
“[T]hat cars should arrive and park on the periphery of the Core, but not cross it.”611 The sketch model he 
presented showed three 18-story blocks of flats sitting atop a large three-storey podium of shops. Parking 
was not incorporated in the complex. The architects’ elaborated upon Choe’s vision for the core with “an 
urban architectural prototype” that would not only house workplaces, homes, and leisure facilities within it 
but would be part of a network of layered traffic in the area. However, they rejected the URD’s sketch plan 
and took advantage of tax incentives by consolidating the three blocks into one massive 26-story block 
and increasing the shopping podium to from three five stories to accommodate 700 parking spaces.612 
The roof of the shopping complex was planned as an expansive “garden” for the dwellers of the slab 
block of flats above. (Fig. 4.29)  
 
   
Fig. 4.29 Urban Renewal Scheme - The People’s Park Complex. Left: Choe/URD’s model for the S$10-million 
People’s Park Complex, 1967, The Straits Times, June 22, 1967, 7. Right: DP’s model of the People’s Park Complex 
(Inset: Developer Ho), The Straits Times, December 1, 1967, 8.  
 
The private space of shopping and the public space of the nation coincide in this architectural 
expression of continuous mobility. The first two floors are served by three escalators and a covered 
overhead bridge that connects the building to Chinatown across the street, echoing the focus of CIAM 
Eight on a “city for the pedestrian” and Team 10’s notion of urban reintegration – a continuous space and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
611 Jaqueline Tyrwhitt et al., eds., The Heart of the City: Towards the Humanization of Urban Life (London: Lund 
Humphries, 1952), 164.  
 
612 Lim suggested that Choe had disagreed with them on this point and so they brought the matter up to the then 




surface connecting one’s house through shops to the rest of the city. The covered bridge was the first of 
its kind in Singapore and a gift from the developer to the government. Programmatically, the project saw a 
parallel to Louis Kahn’s cylindrical structures for downtown Philadelphia, where inhabitants and their cars 
cohabit within the same architecture. Whereas Kahn generated his cylindrical forms from the car, the DP 
architects produced a big box from a continuous shopping interior.  
Years before the commission of the People’s Park Complex, in his reflection essay on the 1955 
I.U.A. Congress for the AAJ, Lim had identified the design and planning of the Lijnbaan area in Rotterdam 
by Johannes Hendrik Van de Broek and Jaap Bakema as an innovative and successful urban 
environment based on a strong yet flexible framework which contained “a dynamic tension from the 
positive solution of apparently conflicting requirements.” In particular, Lim points out that the Dutch 
architects used the same basic four-story housing element but allowed for variations of height in key 
places that “respect the varied requirements of and freedom of expression of the individual shopkeeper 
while creating a disciplined urban setting.”613 Though he did not directly refer to the project in relation to 
the People’s Park Complex, the notion of sectional flexibility within a more rigid framework is a shared 
principle between the two projects. (Fig. 4.30) The shopping complex was conceived as a continuous 
space that culminated in the multi-tiered atrium that the architects named the “city room.” Shops and 
stalls occupied the ground floor, evoking the previous market of makeshift stalls. The “city room” was an 
arrangement of scales (of spaces), levels, and movement designed to invite people in and to 
accommodate them in a variety of ways and at a variety of speeds. Lim and his partners educated the 
Government and the people through the spaces of public access, as this continuous space is connected 
throughout the entire People’s Park site. The tiered triple-story atrium with a sunken plaza for flash sales 
and bazaar events is accessible from each of the four sides of the complex, with all shops visible at one 
glance. (Fig. 4.31)  
The implication of interiorizing the street into an atrium is two-fold. On the one hand, it suggests a 
kind of transparent, democratic space in which the “safe” and “neutral” activity of shopping can take place. 
Yet it is also precisely this formal architectural act that produces a socially engineered public space 
whereby the users belong to a self-selected class of shoppers. The other publics, when invited in for other 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




events, invariably partake in the same consumption logic inscribed in the interior architecture. In contrast 
to the HDB’s open-air shopping space, the People’s Park Complex responded to the tropical context with 
an air-conditioned podium. It filled in the rest of the original site, leaving a wide strip of paved landscape 
connecting the main thoroughfare Eu Tong Sen Street with the HDB’s other “People’s Park” building.614 
To the extent that the “city room,” with multiple access doors from all directions, is clearly contradictory 
with the maintenance of an air-conditioned interior, the idea of an urban continuum remains elusive. (Fig. 
4.32)   
During the project’s construction, Choe outlined the Government’s vision for rebuilding the city 
center that echoed the humanist ideas outlined in the CIAM’s The Heart of the City (1952) and Victor 
Gruen’s book Heart of the Cities (1964). Choe painted a vision for a city center of one-stop complexes to 
ensure that there would be night activities, and that it would contain all available amenities, catering not 
only to the needs of tenants, but to people in the local area and possibly the whole island. A continuous 
network of raised pedestrian walkways would ensure continuous mobility and urban integration between 
the multi-level structures, the shopping-cum-residential complexes, and the traffic infrastructure.615 In a 
national television program aired months before the complex’s opening, Choe highlighted the People’s 
Park Complex to illustrate the multi-level connections between buildings and precincts. He pointed out 
that not only did it exemplify urban continuity, but it would also become an instant tourist attraction, an 
important element in the revitalization of the central area.616 Ho affirmed this, stating his intention to 
create “a new and modern Chinatown that will not only attract the local population but tourists as well.”617  
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Fig. 4.30 The shopping-cum-housing complex: Rigid yet flexible. Left: Lijban Shopping Center in Rotterdam by Van 




Fig. 4.31 The People’s Park Complex by DP Architects (1967-70). Section of the complex showing the residential 
slab block, the commercial podium, stepping roof deck and the atrium escalator leading from the outdoor plaza (on 





     
   
Fig. 4.32 Interior multi-level shopping atrium of the People’s Park Complex. Top left: View of atrium upon entering 
from the plaza. Right: Reverse view from the third level towards entrance. Bottom left: View of atrium from mezzanine 
at top of main stairs. Bottom right: “Buy Singapore” campaign at the People’s Park Complex, February 3, 1972.  
 
The SPUR Group and Modern Shophouse Complex for the Public  
That architecture was called out as one of the key criteria in the selection of an urban 
redevelopment project affirmed the Government’s recognition of the integral relationship between 
architecture and nation-building. Post-colonial India and Nehru’s modern city of Chandigarh was a 
reference study site for Malayan architects in the PWD and the HDB. Choe had also visited many of 




addition, he was familiar with the joint exhibition of visionary architecture and housing held at the National 
Library of Singapore in March 1963, a few months before the arrival of the UN team. On top of the 45 un-
built architectural projects by 30 architects on loan from the MOMA, including those from the Metabolist 
group, the HDB showed models and photographs of housing estates that it had already completed in its 
first five-year program. The public exhibition contributed to the zeitgeist of the time, when the State was 
looking to private enterprise and the creative energies of its professionals to collaborate in the nation-
building endeavor. This was best expressed in the opening address of S. Rajaratnam, the Minister of 
Culture: “Singapore ten years ago was not a real city… In these photographs and models you see a 
vision that has become a reality for something like 17 per cent of the population… An artist’s dream, 
combined with the skill of architects, planners and builders, provides homes for nearly 300,000 people.”618  
Maki’s subsequent pronouncement – “we theorized and you people are getting it built” – was an 
uncanny response to Rajaratnam’s description. DP Architects’ design of a shopping and residential 
complex was the result of a feasibility report produced by the young team. In 1957, immediately upon his 
return from Harvard on a Fulbright scholarship, William Lim became a partner at the architectural firm 
Malayan Architects Co-Partnership and then co-founded DP Architects in 1967. The People’s Park 
Complex was his and Ho’s first major collaboration, though they had previously worked on some smaller 
projects together. Lim attributed the project’s influence to “the Modernist movement spearheaded by Le 
Corbusier and subsequently the Team 10 members,” many of whom he got to know quite well.619 As a 
student at the AA in the early 1950s, he was influenced by “brutalists architects” John Killick, William 
Howell, and Peter Smithson, as well as Otto Koenigsberger.620 As an observer at the last CIAM meeting 
chaired by Team 10 members, he witnessed the debates concerning the ideological shift towards a 
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systems-based network approach to cities – a mode of discourse that would have a lasting impact on his 
own mode of intellectual production.  
Lim attributed his theoretical knowledge on economic development to individuals like Greek 
architect-planner Constantinos Doxiadis and Fumihiko Maki during his year at Harvard under the 
deanship of Josep Lluís Sert.621 It was also there that he met Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, who recommended that 
he take courses in planning law, development economics, and public administration.622 He also 
developed an intellectual affinity for social equity and justice, and first learnt of the urban ideas of Jane 
Jacobs and Kevin Lynch.623 He explained that the feasibility report was the result of knowledge gained 
from his time at Harvard and that it was his partners and him who convinced the developer to pre-sell the 
units before the completion of the Complex to fund the project. He also revealed that although the 
commission of the project occurred through a URD open bid, not many others tendered for it, possibly 
because the lot was very big.624 Together with Tay and Koh – all three were aware of Victor Gruen’s mall 
projects in the U.S. – Lim approached the project with the attitude of looking “for our own solution.”625  
Lim and Tay, together with a group of like-minded academics and practitioners, had formed the 
Singapore Urban Planning Research (SPUR) group in 1965 during the most intense months of the 
country’s independence. In a series of intensive workshops and research activity that spanned over six 
years, SPUR produced two publications – SPUR 65-57 and SPUR 68-71 – which presented the core 
members’ collective ideas on Singapore’s urbanism, as well as papers by international affiliates such as 
Koichi Nagashima and Tyrwhitt.626 The group aimed for academics and professional bodies to be involved 
in the city’s urban development through collaborative and multi-disciplinary research; and made frequent 
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suggestions and urban proposals to the Government. The group also referenced Ekistics, formed in the 
late 1950s by Doxiadis and Tyrwhitt, and Lim, and championed efforts in environmental planning, arguing 
for a more humanistic, multi-perspective approach towards development.  
In the first edition of SPUR, the editors expound on the ideal of “city ideals” in their manifesto 
“The Future of Asian Cities.” It addresses two moves made by Government – the construction of satellite 
towns by the HDB and urban renewal by the URA. With regard to the former, they argue for a radical 
economic policy aimed at securing a balanced development for the country as a whole to create a more 
equitable distribution of wealth between the rural and city populations, and to increase and expand the 
social amenities for rural areas. On urban renewal, they call for the preservation of “local character and 
identity,” emphasizing that cities should be congested places of and for people, not cars. They take the 
high-rise and high-density as a given condition for the city, and advocate planning in four dimensions 
(including the vertical and the element of time). The manifesto concludes with the case for a linear city 
“free of the traffic confusion of a radial city” that can be controlled along certain lines of growth” to “permit 
frictionless expansion and renewal when the cycle of regeneration occurs.”627 These ideas resonated with 
Kenzo Tange’s Tokyo Plan of 1960. Lim had met Tange at some of the CIAM and Team 10 meetings 
during his student days, and had heard the latter present his urban theories. The authors conclude with 
the statement that “any planning action must be accompanied by a political decision.” (Fig. 4.33) 
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Fig. 4.33 SPUR’s proposal for the “Future of Asian Cities.” Renderings by Tay, depicting a sectional city with 
integrated transportation infrastructure, continuity between buildings and the city, and interconnected public spaces.   
 
In 1971, Lim outlined 13 points for urban development, and cautioned the haste in demolition, 
including large areas unaffected by major roads and the single-minded approach toward the removal of 
slums. In terms of private development, “compensation would be adequately given to the urban poor. […] 
The demolition of these buildings does not and cannot solve the problems of the slum dwellers.”628 
Implicit in Lim’s statement is a self-critique of the process of the People’s Park Complex, in which, despite 
certain avant-garde elements, the architects did not conduct any meaningful conversations regarding the 
URD’s renewal and reallocation process. Architectural and urban design was sequential rather than 
reciprocal, as desired by the advocates in SPUR. And despite the outwardly ideological alignment 
between the State and the architects, at a certain economic level, SPUR’s model for social integration 
differs from the development model of the nation state in that it aims to accommodate various types of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





legalities (even illegalities), as well as complexity and irrationality.629 Lim, quoting Victor Gruen, argues for 
“a city of compactness, intensity of public life, and a small-grained pattern in which all types of human 
activities are intermingled in close proximity.”630 In that regard, it aligns more with the complex, multi-
disciplinary systems model of Doxiadis and the inclusive open-ended model of the Metabolists. In the 
People’s Park Complex, these ideas translate to an interior urbanism of small stores over the big 
department store and supermarket model, the provision for an admixture of public and private spaces to 
accommodate greater numbers; within the larger space are intimate spaces, nooks, and crannies.631  
As the first privately owned public space in Singapore, not only did the Complex cater to its own 
residents and tenants – a sizeable population equivalent to a small estate – it served as a shopping 
center for the “local publics” of Chinatown and the rest of the rapidly industrializing population in the new 
nation eager to exercise its newly found economic freedom.632 With more and more men and women 
employed in the new factories and companies being set up under the national initiative of economic 
growth and efficiency, most weekend itineraries included shopping at People’s Park. Tyrwhitt, during a 
visit to Singapore in 1970, remarked that what impressed her most about the city’s architecture was its 
“commercialism with a human face,” citing the People’s Park Complex as an exemplary urban model of a 
“strongly commercialized but very human business center.”633  
The success of the Complex’s mixed-use formula led the government’s to issue a directive for all 
major commercial projects to provide at least three floors of residential space. Developers had the option 
of either converting at least three stories of existing office buildings into residential accommodation or, for 
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projects still on the drawing table, add at least three more stories to the buildings.634 Such an overarching 
schema to populate the commercial core was met with skepticism by many architects. The general 
sentiment among them was that the People’s Park Complex was a unique case where its location 
ensured the daily presence of crowds of shoppers, whereas this was not necessarily the case at many 
other sites.  
The People’s Park Complex became the urban prototype for housing the new citizenry. From the 
impetus for the demolition of the old People’s Park to its public tender, design, building, reoccupation and 
use, each step of the process embodied the ideology of the new nation. It exemplifies a moment of large-
scale modernism where public and private enterprise equate urban development with the necessary 
removal of entire neighborhoods and the rebuilding of instant “cities.” The “instant city” of the People’s 
Park Complex is a model of a shopping center based on a merger of commercial and humanist interests 
that has yet been refuted. Together with the URD’s People’s Park, the People’s Park was meant to 
provide public spaces for the residents in Chinatown – and many of them crowded the complex to 
“escape” their cramped rental units – and for the population that had relocated to nearby suburban 
housing estates. With all the shops under one roof in an air-conditioned space, the Complex instantly 
became the new nexus of Chinatown. But the vision of urban integration in the form of a networked city of 
pedestrians on continuous overhead bridges with vehicular traffic speeding below was not quite realized 
in this model of State-incentivized urban design. (Fig. 4.34) 
Nothing of the previous People’s Park remained, though the people of Singapore accepted their 
new “park,” which they were repeatedly reminded was a “gift” from the State and its developers.635 The 
People’s Park thus “succeeded”: “[T]he people like their new park, the Straits Times reported in 1970.”636 
But there is no such thing as a free gift. The central question “at what expense?” raised by Lim in his 
1971 essay “The City Core – Heart of the Metropolis” was not taken up for discussion or debate. By 1974, 
a new $40-million People’s Park Center designed by Ng Chee Sen, who had gone into private practice, 
for local developer Peiguan Development (URA Third Sale Site, 1969), opened across the street. 
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Consisting of a shopping podium larger than DP’s People’s Park Complex and three towers housing 
mostly legal offices and flats, it signified a moment when the government and private developers no 
longer needed to persuade the public as to why “the people” of Chinatown were replaced en masse. Lee 
Kuan Yew, in his autobiography, reiterated Choe’s 1968 statement that urban renewal was imperative: 
“[W]hen we live in high-rises ten to 20 stories high, incompatible traditional practices had to stop.”637  
Conceived and constructed in a period when the Government decried “Chinese chauvinism,” the 
People’s Park Complex and its two cousins stand as evidence of the remaking of a nation with an ethnic 
base (but not a “strictly Chinese base”) whereby race was purged of political affiliations to country of 
origin, and all that is culturally symbolic and non-threatening was encouraged.638 It was during this time 
that Chinatown became the first of three sites to be developed to highlight the “Instant Asia” theme as 
part of the nation’s multi-racial agenda. Each had an ethnic focus – the other two are the Malay Village in 
Geylang and Little India in Serangoon. Like the megastructures of the 1960s, the much-celebrated 
prototype was first and foremost symbolic of a nation built upon the twin-base of social welfare and 
economic development.  
 
   
Fig. 4.34 Shoppers at the pedestrianized plaza between the People’s Park buildings. Left: Pedestrianized plaza-street 
with the People’s Park Complex on the right. Right: View towards the complex with People’s Park Center on the right, 
Photo taken on September 6, 1973.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
637 Lee Kuan Yew, From Third World to First (New York: Harper Collins, 2000), 182.  
 




Public Space in a Totally Planned Environment, 1971-1979 
A section dedicated solely to urban renewal appeared for the first time in the HDB’s Annual 
Report of 1963.639 The objective of urban renewal, particular in the Central Area, is highlighted in the 
introduction, which also briefly mentions the Report by the UN Technical Assistance team:  
Under the Urban Renewal Plan it is proposed to rebuild the city completely by stages. 
There is provision to build multi-story blocks of apartments, houses, commercial houses, 
restaurants, hotels, theaters, shopping centers, markets, schools, multi-story carparks, 
etc. The Plan also makes provision for a traffic circulatory system and mass transport 
system that will be adequate to cope with the needs of a population of 4 million and about 
half a million cars, lorries, buses and other vehicular traffic. 
 
The success and progress in the implementation of the Urban Renewal Plan will be a 
joint venture between Government and private enterprise. Provision is being made in the 
planning for maximum private capital participation as it is recognized that in a gigantic 
task as envisaged in the Urban Renewal Plan maximum cooperation between the private 
and public sector is a sine qua non.640  
 
Three major aspects of the 1963 UN Report formed the foundation for subsequent thinking on urban 
development in Singapore. The first was the acceptance of the Ring City concept, which meant the 
distribution of the population in self-contained, suburban new towns that form nodes along a green belt 
circumscribing a central catchment area in the middle of the island. The second was the recognition, in 
considerable detail, of the interrelation between housing, renewal, and new town problems, as well as 
their interconnection through transport. The third was the acceptance of ongoing project plans for housing, 
redevelopment, and new towns, which meant the recognition of continued planning on a project-by-
project basis rather than the wholesale demolition of large quarters and existing buildings.641 Instead, the 
report recommends action programs based on an alliance of public and private initiatives and investment 
based on the principles of “conservation, rehabilitation and rebuilding.”642 Taken together, they further 
rendered the 1958 Master Plan by the SIT obsolete. The URD was set up in 1967 to begin work on the 
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Island Concept Plan, or the State and City Plan (SCP) as it was also called, which laid down the basic 
framework for physical planning in Singapore.  
Early in 1970, two UN experts were attached to the Department to prepare a detailed plan for the 
Central Area as part of the long-range, island-wide plan. The following year, the Urban Renewal Steering 
Committee was set up to provide detailed guidance and strategies for the comprehensive development of 
the Central Area. It was to help provide overall policies for the effective operation of the URD by 
coordinating the Department’s functions with other authorities and to prepare for the formation of an 
independent statutory urban redevelopment authority. The Island Concept Plan, which was based on the 
Ring Singapore Plan as the organizing urban principle, was launched in 1971. By this time, the impact of 
the public housing program had already led to a massive redistribution of the population.   
Between 1967 and 1974, the URD undertook a project of urban clearance and renewal on a 
comprehensive island-wide scale. It was responsible for the Sale of Sites Program for private 
development, public housing schemes in the Central Area under the urban renewal program, resettlement 
projects including the relocation of shops and hawkers, the provision of social amenities (such as hawker 
centers and community centers), the preservation and rehabilitation of certain buildings, and landscaping 
and environmental improvement schemes, as well as plans for enhancing pedestrian movement such as 
overhead pedestrian and shopping bridges. Starting in 1971, the URD also undertook agency projects on 
behalf of other statutory authorities, including planning, architectural design, landscaping, graphics and 
construction.643 On April 1, 1974, the URA was established as an independent statutory board under the 
Ministry of National Development.644 At the time of its inception, four sale sites and one tourist site had 
been launched – the fourth sale in April 1974 coincided with the setting up of the URA. Under the first 
three, 46 projects of the 48 sites sold to private developers, including two tourist projects, were either fully 
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or partially completed.645 Of these, 16 contained apartments – only one was a high-rise condominium 
block, while the rest were multi-use complexes that included housing.  
Parking and vehicular traffic were key programmatic and spatial considerations for the Sale of 
Site projects in the Central Area. A 1966 Straits Times report comments on the speed of reconstructing 
the city:  
Buildings and land are being acquired, occupants moved out, buildings demolished, 
plans determined and the cleared areas rebuilt with an eye to the demands of another 
century or so. This is work for visionaries indeed – but visionaries on tight reins of cash, 
of perverse human nature and of mounting traffic demands. That the motor car may 
disappear in the 1980s must not affect provision for it in the 1970s.646  
 
It would seem that the URD’s sale of sites responded directly to the writer’s warning against the problem 
of congestion pervading the city – not only the congestion of people, but that of vehicles. The People’s 
Park Complex and Woh Hup Building, DP’s two massive multi-use complexes comprising shops, flats, 
and offices, were the earliest attempts to articulate urban linkages and connections in a publicly 
accessible building. The latter was also known as the Golden Mile Complex because it was one of four 
sites on “the Golden Mile” – the reclaimed strip of land between a new coastal roadway, Nicholl Highway, 
and Beach Road, which marked the boundary of the former coastline. By the time the project was 
unveiled, prior to construction in 1969, it was already being heralded as the building that best exemplified 
“development of infrastructural proportions.”647  
Throughout the 1970s, the HDB continued their new town building program around the island, 
completing their fourth five-year building program with 11 new towns, housing a total projected population 
of two million in 1979, while working in parallel with the URA to build public housing in the Central Area. 
By 1978, the Board announced that they had fully caught up with the backlog of demand for public 
housing and would then begin to build according to demand, with a minimum waiting period of 18 to 24 
months. So, as the neighborhood concept continued to be developed and expanded in the new towns, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
645 In the first 15 years of the program (1967-1982), there were 11 Sales of Sites, including 166 individual parcels of 
land and totaling 158 hectares. There were 143 projects overall, which generated S$8.94 billion for the government. 
URA, Chronicle of Sale Sites (Singapore: URA, 1983).  
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the HDB’s residential and shopping complexes were rapidly redefining the skyline of the Central Area. At 
heights equal to if not higher than most of the privately developed complexes containing the same 
functions, they were also more massive, housed a greater population, and had more complex programs, 
and they containing social amenities not found in the private projects. Tanjong Pagar Plaza, with its five 
housing blocks containing 900 three-room flats sitting atop a three-story commercial podium, was the 
largest of these public projects, completed in 1977. (Fig. 4.35)  
Completed that same year, the Rochor Center – with the first three floors of shops and offices, a 
void deck on the fourth floor, and 12 floors of flats above in three large slab blocks – provided amenities 
for residents beyond those in the block, for the whole neighborhood, including a post office and clinic.648 
Between 1977 and 1979, the HDB built almost 20 of these mega-block complexes in the Central Area, 
whereas private development projects of the same program, under the URA Sale of Sites program, were 
migrating northwards.649 Completed at the moment when the URA became in independent entity, and a 
decade after DP Architects’ People’s Park Complex and the HDB’s People’s Park Center next door, the 
Rochor Center reinforced the notion that the shopping and residential complex was the only urban 
renewal paradigm for the city center to replace the shophouses and squats previously located on the site. 
No longer construed as a model but now a tried-and-tested type, the block-size building complex became 
a template that would continue to be modified according to the specificities of the land lot. (Fig. 4.36)  
The incorporation of public space in private developments was cemented in the 1970s with the 
predominance of the high-density high-rise podium tower, book-ended by HDB’s two complexes at 
Selegie Road. The first, the Selegie Center, was completed in 1963 and comprises two ten-story blocks 
and one 20-story block on a two-story podium of shops, the HDB’s first project under the urban renewal 
scheme. It heralded the moment where “dilapidated and obsolete properties were demolished for the 
development of a multi-story residential-cum-shopping precinct.”650 Almost a decade later, the HDB 
designed the Selegie Complex, a private development comprising a 15-story slab block on a four-story 
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November 16, 2011, the Land Transport Authority (LTA) and Singapore Land Authority (SLA) announced that the 
Rochor Centre will be demolished to make way for the construction of the North-South Expressway by 2016. 
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podium, for the Development and Construction Company under the URA Third Sale in 1969. Whereas the 
State via the URA played the role of the Client in the former project, it became the architect via the HDB 
in the latter. (Fig. 4.37)  
 
   
    
Fig. 4.35 Tanjong Pagar Plaza, completed in 1977. Top: Ground floor plan showing the variety of amenities, including 
shops in the front facing the road, an internal courtyard (enclosed by the ring of shops) and parking at the back. 
Bottom left: View of the complex with the five residential slab blocks on a three-story plinth. Bottom right: Rooftop 






Fig. 4.36 The HDB’s two urban renewal projects of high-rise flats and shops, both completed in 1977: The Rochor 




Fig. 4.37 The HDB’s two complexes on Selegie Road. Top: Selegie Center designed by the HDB, 1963. Bottom: 




In 1981, the HDB completed its final multi-million dollar complex. The Kreta Ayer Complex was 
first unveiled in 1978. The Straits Times reported that the S$12-million project would comprise a 22-story 
point block of four-room flats and an 18-story block of two-room flats above a three-story shopping 
podium, as well as incorporate two existing blocks of three- and one-room flats. (Fig. 4.38) The previously 
open site of hawker stalls gave way to a car-park, while the hawkers were moved to the podium. The 
Kreta Ayer Complex, with its open-air pedestrian malls and landscaped plaza, is located at the heart of 
the Kreta Ayer constituency, which spanned Chinatown and Raffles Place in the Central Area, and was 
represented by Goh Keng Swee from 1959 to 1988. The project marked a turning point for the HDB as 
developer, planner, and builder, after more than two decades of building public housing in the city 
center.651 The project was reworked and was estimated to cost S$18 million upon its completion. The 
main architectural feature is the circular pedestrian ramp from the entry facing Smith Street (used for the 
transportation of goods and supplies), which echoes the circular car park ramp to the east. (Fig. 4.39) 
That same year, Teh Cheang Wan, Minister of National Development and the HDB’s previous Chairman, 
announced the HDB’s decision to stop building public housing in the Central Area.652 The HDB’s 
termination of housing activity coincided with a significant reduction in the private development of the 
same type. From the URA’s ninth sale in 1980 onwards, there were no more shopping-cum-housing 
complexes built.653 Notwithstanding, the assimilation of commercial space as public space in these 
complexes during the two preceding momentous nation-building decades, was symptomatic of the modus 
operandi in a totally planned environment.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
651 “Dream Comes True for 252 Slum Families,” The Straits Times, September 19, 1973, 18. The area was slated for 
redevelopment in the early 1970s. “Chinatown to Get $18 million New Look,” The Straits Times, February 2, 1980, 8. 
“Kreta Ayer Complex gets new name,” The Straits Times, September 29, 1984, 13. It was renamed Chinatown 
Complex in 1984. 
 
652 “Construction in Central Area to Stop,” The Straits Times, September 24 1982, 11. 
 
653 URA, Chronicle of Sale Sites (Singapore: URA, 1983). The few housing projects were mostly luxury 
condominiums in the high-class districts of River Valley and Orchard Road. There was only one shopping-residential 




   
Fig. 4.38 Model of the Kreta Ayer Complex with the two HDB blocks in the background, the 22-story point block on 
the left, and the 17-story block on the right, on a three-story podium and car park; the covered walkway is in the 




Fig. 4.39 The HDB’s Kreta Ayer Complex with two blocks of 22- and 18-story flats. Top left: Artist impression of the 
Kreta Ayer Complex showing the three-story podium. Top right: Ground floor plan of the Complex showing free-
standing stalls, and the central ramp facing Smith Street. Bottom: The Kreta Ayer Complex (renamed Chinatown 





Domesticating the Public and Public Domesticity  
 
The period between 1967 and 1970 was a watershed moment that consolidated Singapore’s 
urban habitation and environment based on a government interventionist developmental model in a 
number of respects, particularly in terms of architectural design, planning, and public perception. This 
final chapter returns to the question of the public by examining the rift between the government and the 
architectural profession, and by extension the split between housing and architecture, in the accelerated 
transformation of the island-state into a garden city – beginning with a radio broadcast forum in which the 
Dutch architect and theorist Aldo van Eyck (1918-99) was invited as one of three panel speakers to 
discuss Singapore’s beautification program. Three major events pertaining to housing, urban renewal, 
and greening background this national radio broadcast. The first was the launch of the Urban Renewal 
Department Sales of Sites program in 1967, immediately following the establishment of the Department 
within the Housing Development Board in late 1966. Another was the completion in 1968 of Toa Payoh 
New Town, the first new town fully planned and designed by the HDB. The third was the government’s 
three-year plan to transform the island-state into a Garden City. Taken together, these programs 
undertaken by the government underscore the reciprocal and integral relationship that existed between 
the design and planning of the housing environment and the making of the nation-state.  
 
A Public Debate 
On October 11, 1967, Aldo van Eyck, visiting professor at the School of Architecture in the 
Singapore Polytechnic (renamed University of Singapore in 1969), Edwin Thumboo, lecturer of English at 
the School of Arts and Social Sciences, and Tan Jake Hooi, Chief Planner under the Ministry of National 




the Political Study Center and political advisor to the Prime Minister.654 The forum program, entitled “The 
Beautification of Singapore: Its Problems,” was part of the Singapore Broadcasting Corporation’s opinion 
series on current affairs, which began in 1963. Other such forums preceding this included one on family 
planning in December 1963, “The Role of Labor and Management in a Developing Society,” and “Health 
and the Community” in January and February 1964, respectively. This forum was the first and the only 
one that directly addressed the implications of “cleaning” and “greening” on the built environment. The 
different voices revealed a tension over the definition of the public – specifically on the question of who 
constituted the public and how to educate this public – between Van Eyck and the Singaporeans on one 
hand, and the subtle yet apparent attitudes of the government represented by Tan and Thumboo.655 It 
was probable that van Eyck was invited to teach at the Polytechnic by the Head of the School, Donald 
William Notley, a British architect who had previously taught at the School of Architecture at Nottingham 
University.656 He had likely been nominated to represent the School of Architecture in this forum.657  
The forum was one of many activities organized by the Government to educate and encourage 
the public into making Singapore a “beautiful, clean city,” following the Prime Minister’s announcement on 
national radio and television of a two-stage plan to “make a garden city within a matter of three years.” 
His plan of public persuasion and discipline was outlined in the Straits Times on May 12, 1967: 
Initially, the Government proposed to educate the public by persuasion through the radio, 
television and the Press. Those who could not be educated would have to be disciplined. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
654 The Political Studies Center was set up by then Prime Minister Lee and Finance Minister Goh to educate senior 
civil servants about the political realities and communist threat of the day.  
 
655 Both Tan and Thumboo were public figures in their own right. Tan rose through the ranks from the position of 
Planning Advisor in 1959, first as a member of the SIT disciplinary committee formed by the Minister for National 
Development (MND) Ong Eng Guan to oversee the transition from SIT, then as Acting Chief Planner in 1960. He was 
also elected honorary secretary of the Town Planning Institute (Malaya Branch) in 1959-60 and vice-chairman in 
1961-62. In October 1963, Tan was officially installed as Chief Planner in the MND, which oversaw Planning (URD, 
now URA), Housing (HDB), Infrastructure (PWD) and Parks (PRD, now NParks). In 1973, he was abruptly dismissed 
from government service on charges of corruption. Thumboo joined the English Department in the University of 
Singapore in 1965, having been rejected in 1956 because few locals held academic positions then.  
 
656 Notley was the appointed Head of the Faculty of Architecture at the Singapore Polytechnic in 1965 and became 
the first Professor and Dean of the Faculty of Architecture from 1969 when it became the University of Singapore. He 
held that position until 1972. See, “Poly as SEA Center for Architectural Studies,” The Straits Times, May 11, 1965, 4. 
Also, “History of the Department, University of Nottingham,” 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/engineering/departments/abe/about/history-of-the-department.aspx 
 




The Prime Minister stressed that Singapore’s standard of public health served as a first 
indicator of the morale and health of the population. Once you are resigned to living with 
mosquitoes, flies and disease, then you are finished. Standards would go down…  
Once the efficiency of the machinery of public cleansing had been improved, and the 
public educated to a sense of civic responsibility, Singapore could be made more 
beautiful.658 
Public cleansing in this context held dual meanings. It pertained to the cleansing of the environment and 
the improvement of public health, as well as the improvement of people’s civility and moral values. This 
task was undertaken by the Ministry of Law and National Development and the Ministry of Health, both of 
which had adopted the garden city program with zeal, beginning with the latter launching the “Keep 
Singapore Clean” Poster Contest in August for school children and the public, aimed at directing attention 
to “the importance of proper refuse disposal, anti-littering and good sanitation.”659 The MLND followed 
suit with the announcement of a “floral mile” scheme and more contests – for tree planting and gardens in 
schools, and for the cleanest and best-kept premises among commercial establishments, like petrol 
stations. In conjunction with the May program, the PWD set up a Trees and Parks unit to take charge of 
the planting, maintenance, and regulation of green spaces. By October, 40 types of trees, 9,000 in total, 
had been planted; and tenders called on people “to tastefully decorate 11 circuses with flowering and 
foliage plants, fountains and other colorful objects.”660 Meanwhile, the URD had just launched the Sale of 
Sites program for the Central Area and Toa Payoh, the HDB’s first new town to be completed (1964-
1968). To top it all off, the forum took place during the weeklong Afro-Asian Housing Congress, which 
opened on October 7, and was hosted by the HDB. (Fig. 5.01) The forum debate was thus set against the 
furor of cleaning, building, and greening activities, and a large international event that provided the 
impetus for the city and the housing estates to be spruced up for the foreign visitors.  
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May 12, 1967, 4; “Garden City,” The Straits Times, May 13, 1967, 10. 
 
659 “’Keep S’pore Clean’ Poster Contest with Cash Prizes,” The Straits Times, August 11, 1967, 8. 
 





Fig. 5.01 Afro-Asian housing Congress delegates tour Toa Payoh New Town, 1967.  
 
The sub-title of the forum, “Beautification of Singapore – Its Problems,” set the tone for the 
ensuing debate on matters of the public and the education of the public on their housing environment. It 
not only provided a platform for van Eyck to express his views on humanism in the context of Singapore 
but also anticipated the subsequent animosity between the critical voices among professionals, 
intellectuals, and the government. The forum began with van Eyck identifying what a city is, and the 
needs of the people that constitute it. He stated that if the needs of the people were projected against the 
background of what was built, then he did not think they had been catered for. Van Eyck kept his opening 
statement vague as to whether he was referring to cities in general or to Singapore specifically. Although 
it quickly became apparent that he was directing the statement to the work of the young government, 
“The city is not necessitated by economics,” he stated “that is absolute past, the old state. It thrives on 
economics but it does not need the handmade of economics anymore. The city can now in our century be 
a thing of reality according to the wishes of people, that is to say, the richest form of human 
association.”661 Van Eyck reiterated the emphasis on human association that had been a driving idea 
behind the work of the Team 10. The Smithsons had made the same appeal more than a decade earlier 
by attempting to rethink the modern functional city in terms of the hierarchy of associations and by 
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Development), Edwin Thumboo (Lecturer, University of Singapore) and Aldo van Eyck. Chair: George Gray Thomson 




visualizing human relations in a networked diagram.662 Extending the argument, Van Eyck expressed that 
the most complex form of human association is to be found in the city, like the “old Greek agora,” which 
he saw as a “place made solely for humans to be able to talk and to meet and live in.” In this regard, he 
felt strongly that the renewal of the old streets in the Central Area did not lead to “that warm nest in which 
people can live.” He concluded by insisting on the need to sustain the city beyond survival: 
What is the city beyond survival? Surely we’ve got to sustain beyond survival. In some 
countries, in some cities in the world, they’ve guaranteed that having done that, what do 
we want now? It seems to me the only right thing is to identify a city with the people that 
live there. The city is not just a huge building where you just whisk in the population, you 
know? There is a difference between population and people. One is a statistical thing and 
you can supply so many people of that class with all kinds of means. You can’t do that. 
It’s a vast aspiration people have, an enormous meeting place. The richest and most 
poetic form of human association is found in the city. I think the time has come to build 
the city for that reason.”663 
 
Van Eyck seems here to be directly referring to the governmental boards, in particular the HDB, 
which had been celebrating the success of their first five-year building program based on statistics, on the 
number of flats built, and the number of people reallocated. According to the HDB’s 1967 Report, the 
Board had already built 79,187 flat units in seven years, compared to the SIT’s 23,019 units built over two 
decades until 1959.664 The discussion then shifted sharply to the design of parks in housing estates, with 
specific reference to Toa Payoh. Edwin Thumboo jumped in, pointing out that the playgrounds and parks 
in housing estates were not “properly used” by inhabitants, blaming this in part on the repetitiveness of 
the block units. “This is about the cheapest, and you’re going to build it everywhere, all the time,” he said, 
pointing out the monotony of the play structures, that “we find the same swings in all the housing 
estates.” In response, the Chair astutely identified this position as contrary to van Eyck’s, since his 
playgrounds in Amsterdam were built in transitional areas in anticipation of use: “You would say, 
Professor van Eyck, build them to encourage people to use them because you can’t use a non-existent 
park.” But Thumboo, insisting that this was a different context, suggested that the parks and playgrounds 
were designed by adults who did not know what children wanted, so “it was conceivable that… the play 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
662 The diagram is republished in Alison Smithson, ed., “Grouping of Dwellings,” in Team 10 Primer (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1968), 32.  
 
663 “Opinion: Beautification of Singapore – Its Problems,” NAS (Tape 1) 1998005895. 
 




things that are put in are not suitable,” he responded. He went further to suggest that perhaps a 
psychologist should be consulted on what children really want in their play areas.  
A point of contention arose when the Chief Planner, Tan, spoke of the limitations of architects 
and engineers to fully conceive of the design of the spaces beyond the limits of their immediate site, the 
flat or the house. Tan, whose Ministry oversaw the work of the HDB and the URD, was also a co-
founding member of the SPUR group. He resigned in 1967 because of rising animosity towards the 
conflicting voices that the group represented, making it difficult for them to continue in government 
service. He described the existing state of the profession as such: 
We have a problem now with the engineer and architect both working and interacting 
within a site and to my mind, taking on the question of your open spaces, either the 
design of open space or landscaping or planting trees are not sufficiently exciting or 
enumerative to the architect. The result is neglect. The remunerative part is… the seven 
and a half per cent of that building.665 
 
Tan’s matter-of-fact acknowledgement of the technocratic education of the professional architect elicited 
a lengthy response from van Eyck, who insisted that the one needed for the task of conceiving useful and 
meaningful public open spaces in the housing environment should “deeply concerned and very able and 
very capable, imaginative, [with] the technical knowledge, enthusiasm and the will to conceive of 
whatever he does conceive in terms of the whole thing… a man that is deeply concerned with the whole 
structure and the whole way Singapore can be.” He emphasized the need for a culturally and socially 
responsible architect whose work goes beyond the limits of the building, and the importance of the 
university to stimulate this type. He called for the re-evaluation of what architects and civil servants 
needed in order to address the tension of building and open space, because “this kind of architect you 
can’t use because they just built it, they are irresponsible… I don’t even call that an architect. I call him a 
man that just sort of has a bag of tricks and he just piles them on top of each other and asks the 
contractor to put it together and sends a high bill. But that’s not an architect.”666 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  







Aldo van Eyck and the Idea of the Public as the Total City 
The conversation shifted to the role of the public as co-creator of the city. When asked by the 
Chair to comment on the role of the public as creator, Van Eyck described Singapore as a bit more 
exciting than Copenhagen in that the frictions and dynamics of a young nation within the confines of an 
island allowed its people to be used at maximum capacity. In his own country, he conceded, there was 
such a weight of administration that “people tend to work near to the minimum of their capacity instead,” 
and the result was “a much more level, horizontal, flatter kind of life.” To further illustrate his point, Van 
Eyck referred to a letter written by the SPUR group to the editor of the Straits Times and Nanyang Siang 
Pau (Chinese Daily Journal of Commerce) on July 5, 1967, calling for opportunities for public participation 
in civic developments: 
I think this question of opening your cards to the public… I remember a few weeks ago, 
an answer to a letter the SPUR group wrote. There was an answer in the paper that I 
found strange, because the answer, I think it was a Municipal answer, it said, well, “we 
do show the plans to the public, after they have been… become approved.” Now, that’s 
of course not showing. It’s no good showing to the public what has been approved. It’s 
already there. Then the public is a passive thing. The public implies all those that have 
dreams, all those that are willing... all those that… To think about it, the public isn’t just 
an inarticulate, alphabetic person. The public can, everybody can discuss. I think in a 
decent society, the authorities are absolutely obliged to show – that’s the fact in Finland 
and Sweden too, not all together, but far more… they show their ideas to the public 
before they are approved. Obviously because then you are asking the whole public, 
that’s all the architects, all the lawyers, all the biologists, all the psychologists, whoever 
wants to say something to say it. Otherwise it’s pure arrogance. It’s pure arrogance if a 
few civil servants believe that they can do something so vastly complex and leave out all 
the emotional and intellectual capacity the city has. The public is the total city. Every 
historian, every child, woman, everybody, that’s the public. And just to eliminate all their 
knowledge – not only their feeling, but factual knowledge – is crazy.667  
There are two interrelated issues here, one being that of the government seeking public 
discussion on its projects and the other the question of who actually constitutes the public. Van Eyck had 
met with William Lim and other core members of the SPUR group during his stay in Singapore. According 
to Lim, they had had many lively discussions at his residence.668 Van Eyck’s idea of the public extended 
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from his previous point on the architect in that every intellectual and professional constitutes the public as 
well, and not just those who had been relocated and rehoused.  
Implicit in van Eyck’s description of the public was also the inclusion of alternative critical voices, 
a point that was not taken up by either Thumboo or Tan, both of whom continued to discuss the public 
simply as a consolidated body with a certain lack of sophistication that needed to be educated by the 
government or experts. Thumboo differed with van Eyck on the definition of the public, although he 
acknowledged that the experts would include artists and painters, not just “the people who do the actual 
planning alone,” but the “representatives of the full spectrum of life, or the full quality of life.” Tan, on the 
other hand, responded to van Eyck’s accusation with two points. First, was an open question, “to what 
extent should the government be obliged to consult the public on very important projects, on projects 
which affect everybody’s lives”? To his own question, he answered: “Now, in planning in Singapore today, 
as formal proposals go, the word is proposals, there is provision for such proposals to be put to the 
public.” But as he continued to describe what “proposals” mean – they could be detailed or general and if 
in the hands of the developer will need to go through the due process of statutory approval – his earlier 
statement on public opinion receded. His second point on bringing in the public, that “the most important 
is to educate the people in Amoy Street, the school children and so forth,” somewhat contradicted his first: 
if the public needed to be educated first, then public opinion is already informed, inherited opinion from 
the top, not necessarily from the people. Van Eyck picked up on this apparent paradox by declaring that 
he did not want to educate the people in Amoy Street.669 In an irritated tone, he said:  
I want to educate the planners to look at what’s happening in Amoy Street. I have no 
desire to educate those people. I only desire to educate the silly planners and the silly 
architects who haven’t opened their eyes, who have their hearts locked! That’s who I 
want to educate. People always talk about “we” and “them.” Who’s “we” and who’s “them”? 
There’s only “we.” I’m the public, I’m an architect… I’m the people. Always this “we” and 
“they”… This is authoritative attitude which I’m absolutely against! 
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Tan defended the government’s stance on development and public participation, suggesting that 
protectionist measures had been put in place to minimize speculative development and private 
profiteering, and that various groups in the public had been invited in be part of the process at different 
junctures. In his paper on “Metropolitan Planning and Development in Singapore” for the Second Afro-
Asian Housing Congress 1967, Tan describes in detail the statutory Master Plan then in progress. He 
highlights the 1964 Planning Amendment Ordinance, which states that every written approval of a project 
would lapse if the development was not completed within two years, with the Planning Authority 
empowered to renew it if it deemed necessary. A development charge on the grant of written permission 
would be imposed on all projects based on calculated rates, intended to prevent over-profiteering by the 
landowner. On public participation, he outlined four areas: 1. Participation by senior secondary school 
students in various field surveys of land use; 2. The setting up of working groups to study the various 
problems of urbanization such as population, traffic, industrial resources, and to invite members from the 
community, professionals, and the University community to contribute their knowledge and expertise; 3. 
Discussions with Chamber of Commerce and various civic organizations on particular problems such as 
trade and recreation; and 4. The public exhibition of the Master Plan in the civic hall in which the public 
was invited to comment and make known their views.670 He concluded that the metropolitan planning 
program came mainly from a government “in close touch with the masses” who had formulated bold and 
realistic development programs” with the underlying principle of decentralization and self-contained 
townships.671  
In 1972, in view of the handling of open spaces in the outer suburbs of the city, Tan expressed 
the concern of the MND at the “wasteful sprawl” of low-density housing estates, which he said the 
Ministry viewed as problematic in terms of inadequate and poorly maintained open spaces and other 
common facilities. To deal with this, he announced the Ministry’s policy of encouraging “the construction 
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of condominium-type housing on larger and non-fragmented plots of land.”672 Months after his 
announcement, Tan was forced to resign from his position, following a series of trials where he was 
accused of corruption charges.673 His personal struggle between maintaining his private views and 
activities and being a leading figure in government was summarized by Tay Kheng Soon, one of the 
founding members of SPUR, who attributed the re-organization of SPUR and its final dissolution in the 
early 1970s to the souring of the relationship between the architects in private practice and those in the 
civil service: 
Realizing the growing animosity towards critical voices that SPUR represented, which 
took the form of a view that SPUR was a group of architects clamoring for professional 
entry into government jobs, we began to change the composition of SPUR. Jake Hooi 
and Pak Toe resigned. Their participation with SPUR became untenable for them as civil 
servants despite their private views. There were to be no private views. The line was 
being drawn between the sheep and the goats. The sheep were government architects, 
the others were interlopers benefiting from the State yet biting the hand that fed them. 
This was the atmosphere that poisoned the relationship between government planners 
and architects and those of us in the private sector.674 
 
Thumboo, in a bid to bring the conversation back to the housing environment, addressed Tan as 
he agreed with van Eyck that “the positive qualities of human living, of human life in Amoy Street,” were 
not present in the HDB housing estates. Tan remained silent but Thumboo, in trying to show van Eyck 
that he was in agreement with his point on the inadequacy of the estates, betrayed the way the 
government and even academics like himself identified the residents of Chinatown mainly as the poor 
victims of disease and bad hygiene who needed to be rescued. Pointing out the lack of public opinion on 
matters pertaining to housing and urban renewal, van Eyck stated in an irritated tone: “There seems to be 
a compulsion to want to remove everybody out of the place where they seem to live without suggesting 
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anything like a livable place beyond a certain amount of increased hygiene – what a boredom of 
hygiene… We get the slum edging into the spirit now instead of the real slum.”675 
Thumboo eagerly elaborated: “And there’s the other danger. Although you move them out of 
apparent slums you take them away into an environment that costs more in terms of rent, something has 
to give way somewhere. They pay about S$15, S$20 per cubicle for a family and…” To this, van Eyck 
retorted: “Cubicle, you see, you call it a cubicle.” Thumboo trying to be on the same page tried again: 
“Well, house?” Underlying this comical end to the forum, Van Eyck touched on the authorities’ 
compulsion to avoid crises through the singular ideology of hygiene, which translated to the clean but 
“soulless housing estates” with “improved” flats. The forum broadcast concluded abruptly with yet another 
difference in definition, that of the “home” and what constitutes urban domesticity, reinforcing the three 
terms debated in the forum – “the city,” “the public,” and the “home” – and foregrounded the ongoing 
concerted efforts to educate public consciousness of its new domestic environment. The domestication of 
the public began with the design and planning of the housing estates themselves to produce a collective 
identity. 
 
Domesticating the Public 
The idea and provision of “clean and green” homes was a planned effort integral to the 
constructing of a national identity. A flurry of activity following the PM’s announcement of the three-year 
garden city agenda saw the establishment of additional units within the government to administer it. The 
Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Law and National Development expanded their portfolios, the 
former focusing on “cleaning” and the latter on “greening.” In 1963, the Parks and Recreation Division 
was set up in the Ministry of Culture and Social Affairs, marked by the launch of the tree-planting 
campaign. In 1967, a Trees and Parks unit was set up within the PWD, which focused on tree-planting 
and landscaping the public spaces beyond the HDB estates. After increased pressure both from the 
public and parliament for better coordination and aesthetic quality in the tree-planting program in 1968, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




the entire parks and trees portfolio was handed over to the Ministry of Law and National Development 
(MLD).676 The Trees and Parks unit aimed to address two aspects that hindered the success of the 
previous campaign – the lack of knowledge and interest in the care of the trees by the people, and the 
lack of experts in the field. In 1973, the PWD unit became an independent Parks and Recreation 
Department within the MND.  
Together with the HDB and the URA,677 landscape planning took the form of the building of new 
towns like Toa Payoh as a prototype for other new towns, land reclamation and landfill projects, the urban 
renewal program (closely following the 1966 Land Acquisition Act), and the construction of theme parks 
such as the Bird Park at Jurong in 1969 and the Zoological Gardens at Mandai in 1970. Edmund Waller, 
in his 2001 book Landscape Planning in Singapore, divides the landscape planning policies of the 
Singapore government into three periodic sections.678 The first concentrates on the work of the HDB and 
the planning department up till 1971. The second surrounds the 1971 Concept Plan and planning 
considerations up till 1991. The third considers the 1991 concept plans and proposals for the new 
millennium. He characterizes the first period as “an outburst of enthusiasm to overcome the worst of 
Singapore’s landuse black spots.” He also suggests that during the early days of independence, the 
cultivation of a sense of patriotism was given priority, and even though utilitarian urgency and lack of 
finances meant that many sensory aspects of landscape planning were given low priority, landscaping as 
beautification was used in a “certain subtle way” to convince investors that Singapore was an efficient 
and effective place.679 For the citizens, the “plant a tree” campaign was a highly visible and accessible 
activity in which they could participate; compared to the other programs, it was given the most publicity 
and became an annual institution after 1967.  
In May 1967, the PWD began its tree-planting program (first batch: 9,000 trees, 40 species) and 
called for private tenders to “tastefully decorate eleven circuses with flowering and foliage plants, 
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fountains and other objects.” It also began the beautification process of government buildings and offices 
by supplying plants and shrubs, acting in an advisory capacity and undertaking the actual planting itself. It 
planted trees along a stretch of road called the “floral mile” and constructed four pilot nurseries that were 
privately leased, added another six in 1968, and embarked on general improvement works on existing 
parks, open spaces and children’s playgrounds, and the construction of new parks. A competition was 
started among the 184 community centers for the best organized, cleanest, and best service provider, 
and then another was added, among the 51 electoral constituencies for the best-kept gardens and 
maintenance of the highest standards of cleanliness. Schools held tree-planting and gardening 
competitions. The HDB also launched competitions for cleanliness within its estates. In Queenstown, a 
large group of residents spent a morning clearing litter and planting trees. The Singapore Tourist 
Association (STA) also set up a Garden City sub-committee aimed at making people more conscious of 
their environment and promoting the image of Singapore as a Garden City. It also launched an annual 
competition to select the most attractively landscaped petrol service stations in December 1967.680   
In parallel, the Ministry of Health expanded its Public Health Division to carry out a three-pronged 
public health drive that included the licensing and control of hawkers, public cleansing, and anti-mosquito 
work, beginning in the city and then moving to rural areas. Public cleansing included the control of 
disease and birth control. Three months after the PM’s “Garden City” announcement, the Government 
launched a “Keep Singapore Clean” poster contest as part of its public health education program, with 
the aim of focusing “the attention of the public and that of school children on the importance of proper 
refuse disposal, anti-littering and good sanitation.”681 Public cleansing and maintenance was not limited to 
the physical and sensory environment. Besides physical health, hygiene and sanitation, much attention 
was paid to the “improvement of the people” in terms of the level of civility and moral behavior. For 
example, “Smarten Up or You’ll Be Banned by Government,” was a headline in the Straits Times warning 
employees of private business firms to dress smartly or get turned away when they visit Government 
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offices on business.682 Closely following the “Keep Clean” campaign in July, when Ministers led residents 
on “big sweeps” (and in September became the “clean and green” campaign), was the “public safety and 
courtesy” campaign launched in conjunction with a four-day exhibition in November 1967. (Fig. 5.02) 
Among the highlights of this exhibition was a radar speed trap that was soon to be introduced on the 




Fig. 5.02 Straits Times feature of the “sweep-clean campaign on July 30, 1967. “More than 1,000 men, women and 
children took up brooms and went on a ‘sweep-clean’ campaign of the Jalan Besar constituency, led by Mr. Chan 
Chee Seng, Minister of Parliament for the area, and four other MPs.”  
 
By 1968, the nation-wide “clean and green” campaign had gained momentum. The National 
Trade Union Congress (NTUC) was on board, issuing its affiliates a three-point memorandum to instruct 
their members on how to promote and implement the objectives. The STA also launched a competition 
among its members to pick the cleanest kept premise, in conjunction with the launch of the “Keep 
Singapore Clean” campaign in various constituencies; officiated by various ministers, these were highly 
publicized media events.683 Exhibitions were held at public venues and within housing estates. Planting 
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and landscaping projects trickled down to individuals in the public and were showcased in the media. A 
25-year-old petrol station operator who spent his spare time decorating the lawn in front of his station with 
his brother became a feature story as a demonstration of support for the “garden city” program.684 Every 
competition, exhibition, and effort, whether by the government, private sector, or public individuals and 
groups, was celebrated in the local press. While Radio Singapura hosted speeches by leaders and 
experts, and debates on current issues in the “Opinion” series (from 1965), The Straits Times was the 
main venue chronicling of the construction of “garden city Singapore,” containing daily articles that 
ranged from descriptive reports on events and development proposals to speeches, lectures, and 
parliamentary reports pertaining to this national issue.  
Perhaps the most interesting of these were the expressions of public opinion in the letters to the 
editor. It was one of these – Tay Kheng Soon’s letter on behalf of the SPUR group on July 10, 1967 – 
and the response letter by the HDB on July 18, that van Eyck referred to in his diatribe during the radio 
forum on the lack of public discussion. Others claiming to be “average Singaporeans” – as well as 
“experts” – expressed their opinions on the creation of a garden city. Tay continued to write letters to the 
press on building and planning issues through the 1970s in the capacity of SPUR chairman, and as an 
independent private architect later on. Though infrequent, each of his letters received responses from the 
respective government departments to which he addressed. More frequent were the publication of letters 
from the public, such as the following by a certain Lau Theng Siak who lauded the housing estates of the 
HDB:  
When a Singaporean travels abroad and sees the buildings in other countries, he cannot 
help feeling proud of the housing developments in Queenstown, Toa Payoh, Jurong, and 
elsewhere. The same cannot be said of private housing estates. Singapore would look 
better without some of them. Steps should be taken to stop architectural monstrosities 
from becoming more widespread.685 
 
Such laudatory public opinions further reinforced the HDB’s estate building, which at the time of the letter 
in 1970, had already incorporated landscaped gardens, open spaces, and rows of roadside trees. Explicit 
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in his letter is also the elevation of the HDB’s architecture in comparison to that found elsewhere in the 
world – an aspect that both the Board had just begun to direct its attention to by this time.686 From 1970, 
the start of the third five-year building program, it began to articulate its design directions as an attempt 
“to synthesize the regional relationships of new towns to one another and to existing housing estates.”687 
As stated in the HDB Annual Report of 1971, new building would be designed to blend with the existing 
contours wherever feasible, so as to preserve the large trees and to maintain “a reasonably mature 
landscaped environment” in the estates when residents move into the newly completed flats.  
A Trees and Plants Bill was passed in late 1970 with two objectives: to restrict the felling of any 
tree with a girth exceeding five feet at two feet from the ground, and to order occupiers of land (adjacent 
to or near designated public roads) to clear it of weeds or overgrown grass, or to plant trees and plants. 
In addition to the campaign of persuasion and discipline, experts were brought into the picture to educate 
the public at all levels on the various techniques of beautifying the environment. The Botanic Gardens 
offered lectures and classes for the public. The MND published manuals on plants and planting, for 
example, “Selected Plants and Planting for a Garden City” (1971). The press announced publications on 
plants and gardening, such as Singapore University botany lecturer Antony Santiago’s “Garden Ecology 
in the Humid Tropics,” for those who wanted to develop their green thumbs.688 Botanists, landscape 
artists, and florists invited from abroad were among the experts invited to teach the public how to create 
gardens and cultivate a sense of beauty through plants.689  
Among the activities and events designed to educate and promote the “garden city,” two deserve 
closer examination: the Singapore pavilion at 1970 World Exposition in Osaka between March and 
September 1970, and the opening of the Shangri-La Hotel in April 1971. The Singapore pavilion 
consisted of three attap-roofed huts housing colored images of HDB’s housing estates, shopping centers, 
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night markets, and various festivals, set within a miniature Botanic Gardens. When criticized by 
Singapore visitors that the pavilion presented Singapore as a backward country, the Tourist Promotion 
Board defended the design, stating that the main intention was to publicize the Republic as a garden city 
to woo Japanese tourists.690 The Board argued that not only were there 20,000 visitors at the pavilion 
daily, it received much praise in the Japanese press on “the idea of having an oasis of tropical gardens 
within all that mass of structures,” with one paper commenting that the pavilion portrayed “Singapore’s 
famous image as a city of sunshine and green.”691 Neither the URA nor private architects were invited to 
participate in the design and planning of the pavilion. Indeed, the Tourism Board’s decision to respond to 
the theme “Progress and Harmony for Mankind” with the imagery of vernacular dwellings set amidst a 
tropical garden complete with a miniature manmade lake appeared incongruent with the rest of the 
pavilions, most of which were designed to reflect contemporary architectural directions. (Fig. 5.03) Kenzo 
Tange, who designed the Expo master plan, invited key members of the Metabolist group to participate in 
the designs of the Japanese pavilions, all of which were celebrations of technology. Kiyonari Kikutake’s 
Landmark Tower contained a suspended cluster of capsules within a vertical truss, Kisho Kurokawa’s 
Takara Beautillion and the Toshiba-Ishi pavilions utilized modular three-dimensional trusses and 
integrated various media experiments. The latter consisted of four independent structures, including a 
steel “tetra-frame” and contained an auditorium with a revolving floor supported by hydraulic oil pressure. 
Kurokawa’s design for the Expo ’70 Theme Pavilion included a full-sized prototype of the Capsule house 
suspended from the space frame of the pavilion.  
The Japanese pavilions highlighted prefabrication, modularity, and flexibility, and most of the 
other countries responded likewise to the theme with futuristic aesthetics and advanced technology. 
France and Germany presented geodesic structures, while the US pavilion, jointly designed by Davis 
Brody and Chermayeff & Geismar & Haviv, was an air-supported cable-roofed structure with a clear 
span. The Dutch pavilion by Carel Weeber and Jaap Bakema was a “viewing machine” comprised of 
three closed containers stacked on top of each other to provide the optimal space for a multi-media 
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environment of impressionistic collages and sounds. By contrast, like Singapore, there were a few 
countries that went with vernacular types. Ethiopia, Malaysia, Thailand, even Australia with its round hut 
and sailboat pavilion, presented their “exotic” sides, clearly in a bid to attract tourists. In this regard, 
Singapore’s pragmatic approach of presenting the most appropriate tourist image – the vernacular Malay 
huts amidst a flowering tropical garden – belied the technocratic optimism of the government. By this 
time, the HDB had achieved prefabrication and modularity in its housing construction at a scale that 
superseded all other countries in the region. It had developed a problem-solving approach where issues 
from design and planning to the sociological could be dealt with through technological means. The 
“garden city,” however, was a direct and accessible concept not only in terms of planning and the design 
of the physical and sensory environment but in other aspects, too – both emotional and moral. Above all, 
it was an instrument for cultivating collectivity in a place where even the chosen representational 
vernacular – the Malay hut – is symbolic and political in a country with a population of over 75 percent 
Chinese and only 15 percent Malays. For the Singapore visitors to the pavilion in Osaka, their surprise at 
the display of trees instead of factories or housing estates was short-lived, as the garden city was rapidly 
overtaking the image of their new nation and home.   
 
    
Fig. 5.03 “Singapore the Garden City” – Singapore garden city-themed pavilion at Expo ’70, Osaka. Left: Three attap-
roofed huts (only two are visible here) containing images and films of Singapore’s development projects were set in a 





Back home in Singapore, the Shangri-La Hotel, set in a tropical garden, was to become a center 
for international conventions and exhibitions. Located on 12.5 acres of sprawling re-zoned residential 
space adjacent to the shopping hub of Orchard Road, it was conceived in 1963 as an urban resort in 
response to the government’s call for luxury hotel accommodation. It was designed by Japanese hotel 
specialist (and “architectural design consultant”) Kanko Kikaku Sekkeisha, in collaboration with local 
architects Chao Tse Ann of Chao Tse Ann & Partners and Heah Hock Heng of Seow, Lee, Heah and 
Partners. Danish architect Bent Severin worked on the interior design. According to the Hawaiian 
landscape architect Raymond Cain, the landscaping design was intended to “create a natural tropical 
environment to fit into Singapore’s image of the Garden City.”692 In July 1970, the Straits Times published 
an artist’s impression and a construction photograph of the 25-story luxury hotel – the first of the Shangri-
La hotel-resorts in the world. The building of many new international and luxury hotels from the late 
1960s was a response to the government’s call for more hotels to meet the demands of the rapidly 
expanding tourist industry, supported by the newly parceled land lots sold by the URA under the urban 
renewal program.693 (Figs. 5.04 and 5.05) 
From its opening, it became the primary center for regional and international symposiums, 
conferences and exhibitions. Its vaulted reinforced concrete roof and curved balconies were meant to 
create a sense of airiness and soften the building’s edges. Compared to the nearby Hilton Hotel on 
Orchard Road, which opened in 1972 with a 23-story tower atop a three-story commercial plinth, the 
residential experience within the Shangri-La’s “urban resort” was more varied; each room was designed 
as a portal to the lush tropical greenery. The Hilton was located on a more compressed site, taking up 
one-third of the urban block and directly fronted by the main thoroughfare. The architects BEP Akitek, 
taking over from Booty, Edwards & Partners, conceived it as an urban oasis and deployed the strategy of 
pushing all the luxury amenities of fine dining and pool to the rooftop with the aid of deep transfer beams. 
The façade is comprised a grid of deep bris soleil, which served to shade the rooms from the tropical sun. 
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As a response to the city’s beautification project, 17 panels of lines, motifs, and objects drawn from the 
region (including Singapore’s mythical singa) by Gerard d’ Alton Henderson front the façade of the 
podium. The Singapore Hilton joined more than a hundred other Hilton Hotels built around the world after 
the War and possessed all the prerequisites of “a good modern hotel.”694 The Shangri-La, on the other 
hand, was the first hotel for the Hong Kong developer and was the project that launched the international 
brand. The design strategy was an unequivocal response to Singapore’s Garden City project. Promoted 
as an architectural landmark and a “hallmark of gracious living,” it was heralded as “the hotel in the 
Republic” by foreign dignitaries and international visitors by the end of the decade.695 (Fig. 5.06) 
  
Fig. 5.04 The Shangri-La Hotel on Orange Grove Road, Singapore, designed by Kanko Kikaku Sekkeisha. The 
design and planning was based on the contrasting motifs of “two worlds,” with a luxurious interior of clean 
architectural features and an exterior of lush tropical greenery. Left: Artist impressions of the building amidst lush 
gardens. Right: Open garden courtyard of main hotel complex, with overhanging greenery. 
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was a product of the American Cold War enterprise, as was her thesis. See Annabel Jane Wharton, Building the Cold 
War: Hilton International Hotels and Modern Architecture (Chicago; London: Chicago University Press, 2001).  
 
695 “Landmark That Is Also Hallmark for Gracious Living,” The Straits Times, August 19, 1978, 36; “Shangri-La Hotel, 





Fig. 5.05 The Shangri-La Hotel on Orange Grove Road, Singapore – Site Plan showing landscape planning by 
Raymond Cain.  
 
   
Fig. 5.06 The urban resort-hotels of 1970s Singapore. Left: Section of the Shangri-La Hotel (1963-74), showing the 






Domesticity on Display  
In the late 1960s, the HDB supported the garden city campaign in a more ad hoc manner. In its 
1968 Report, it announced the expansion of its nursery from two-and-a-half to 12 acres in response to 
the need to beautify the estates, and the launch of the “cleanest estate” competition by the Estates 
department in conjunction with the “Keep Singapore Clean” campaign organized by the Ministry of Health. 
Neighborhood II of Queenstown estate – by then fully completed, occupied, and landscaped – was 
judged the cleanest.696 In 1970, the end of the three-year deadline set by the PM for the transformation of 
the island into a garden city, the HDB announced its two-pronged drive in connection with the campaign. 
The first project was the planting and landscaping of all open spaces and main road frontages in the 
estates. The second was the organization of tree-planting and gardening campaigns at the neighborhood 
scale by the Board’s area offices for all flat dwellers, including one specifically targeted at children. 
“Building a Garden City Can Be Child’s Play” was the headline of an article featuring 250 children 
planting 600 shrubs and flowering plants at the Kallang estate as part of HDB’s “beautify our 
neighborhood garden” campaign – the Board’s version of the national campaign. The HDB also started to 
provide landscaped gardens within their hawker and shopping centers.  
By 1971, every government building and office and HDB estate had been “beautified.” By the 
mid-1970s, the term “landscape planning” appeared in the HDB annual reports as the Board began to 
introduce a more comprehensive and systematic approach towards, planting, planning, and maintenance, 
taking over the training of junior landscape assistants from the Botanic Gardens, which had undertaken 
the task since the mid-1960s. The Toa Payoh town garden, which opened in 1974, became the 
showcase for the HDB and the reference for subsequent new towns. The last parcel of Toa Payoh 
Central was completed in time for the Seventh Southeast Asia Peninsular (SEAP) games in September 
1973. Located across the pedestrianized mall of the Town Center and next to the Sports Complex on the 
east, it marked a softer edge from the west from the highway into the new town. Vacant land unlikely to 
be developed in the immediate future was planted with saplings to produce semi-mature trees for 
transplanting, turning a part of the estate itself into a nursery. (Fig. 5.07)   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




In terms of legislation, the Garden City ethos first appeared during the passage of the second 
reading of the Environmental Public Health Bill in 1968, which stated: “The improvement in the quality of 
our urban environment and transformation of Singapore into a garden city – a clean and green city – is 
the declared objective of the government.” Among the number of plans included in the 1970 Planning 
Department Report for the 1971 Concept Plan was a revealing set of diagrams that indicated the factors 
considered to be important determinants for the final plan. Urban conservation areas – rural areas were 
excluded – were indicated on one of these maps, and it was evident in the eventual 1971 Plan that much 
attention was focused on man-made landscapes as the planners “pushed ahead with the garden city 
concept and completed plans for landscaped pedestrian malls and city parks.” The 1970s saw the 
appearance of small city parks completed by the URD, with “wayside trees” and community gardens 
becoming an integral part to HDB estate planning. The HDB proudly reported that “foresight and careful 
planning by the Government and the Board [had] bought about the abundance of greenery in the housing 
estates.”697 By the end of the decade, 64 percent of Singapore’s 2.4 million people were living in public 
housing estates. The “Clean and Green” campaign, through persuasion, education and disciplinary 
measures (most notably anti-littering and anti-graffiti penalties), was in place nationwide. The Garden City 
had pervaded the homeland – the island-republic – and the home, with the two key sites being the city 
center undergoing urban renewal and the housing estate.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  






Fig. 5.07 Top: Aerial view of Toa Payoh Town Center looking south. The town garden is on the top right (west) and 
the Sports Complex to the left (east). The pedestrianized shopping arcade is in the center of the photograph. The 
four point-blocks housed the delegates of the SEAP games in September 1973. Bottom: Site Plan of Toa Payoh 






See those flowers in the sun 
Tilt faces, make such music 
With their eyes, do a pirouette, 
Slip into a hop-step-and-jump, 
Turn demure, softly questioning, then 
Suddenly link arms in secret patterns. 
See them hesitate, pool their smiles 
To lift our day and sky. 
Here, in Townsville, by the flats, 
Close to factories, they learn  
To count, to sing, to bloom, 
To find themselves, hold the rainbow, 
Ride upon a star, merge with 
Words, feel the sudden pleasure  
Of a thought; the teacher’s voice 
Dreams without beginnings 
Of our flowers in the sun. 
 
— Edwin Thumboo, “Townsville,” 1970698  
 
Edwin Thumboo became head of the English Department at the University of Singapore in 1969, 
four years after he started teaching there. He began to promote cultural education within the university 
and through his poetry. In 1970, he conducted the first of the annual seminar for 500 pre-university 
students from 45 schools on the topic of culture. That same year, he penned “Townsville,” a poem 
describing the life of children growing up in the HDB housing environment.699 The analogy of the children 
as flowers was poignant in that for the government nurturing the next generation was synonymous with 
the cultivation of the garden city, as “[h]ere in Townsville, by the flats close to factories, they learn to 
count, to sing, to bloom, to find themselves.” The new town that contained the functions of housing, work, 
and recreation in a green setting seemed to be the answer to the housing crisis of a decade ago.  Any 
impending crisis appeared to be subsumed within the all-encompassing domestic space of the garden 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
698 This was published with later pieces in a collection of poems: Edwin Thumboo, A Third Map: New and Selected 
Poems (Singapore: Uni Press, Centre for the Arts, National University of Singapore, 1993), 93.  
 
699 In 1973, Thumboo edited a collection of poems in English by seven poets, including himself; 18 of his poems were 
included. Thumboo, ed., Seven Poets from Singapore and Malaysia (Singapore: University Press, 1973). In 1977, he 
wrote an essay, “The Role of Writers in a Multi-racial Society,” calling for writers, particularly those using native 
language media such as Tamil and Chinese, to be more sensitive towards the formation of a Singaporean identity 
and the achievement of a “Singaporeanness.” “Writers Told: Work for Singaporean Identity,” The Straits Times, April 





city. Home improvement was synonymous with national improvement. In 1967, the year in which 
Singapore embarked on the process of becoming a total garden city republic and urban renewal was 
formalized, about 26 percent of the population lived in HDB flats. The HDB was in the middle of its 
second building program, and Toa Payoh was under construction. By 1977, the number of HDB residents 
had doubled and as the decade closed, 65 percent of the population lived in HDB housing.  
The housing estate was a public domestic space. With two-thirds of the citizenry living in HDB 
estates and new towns, the majority of the population shared a collective experience of domesticity.700 
They constituted the public that would experience and encounter the garden city first-hand on a daily 
basis. From the apartment overlooking the playground or car park to the commuter bus ride to the school, 
shop, factory, or office along tree-lined roads, to the various competitions held within the school and 
workplace, the entire housing environment was infused with garden city ideology. And even for those who 
lived beyond the HDB estate, they too shared in the collective imagination of the garden city, confronting 
it daily – at school, the workplace, during their commute, and leisure time – amidst the building 
complexes that were springing up around them.  
Toa Payoh was the HDB’s demonstration new town on many fronts, as well as symbolic of the 
PAP’s eradication of the communist anti-Malaysia Barisan Sosialis party, as the area used to be the 
party’s stronghold prior to 1963.701 When the PAP Government won the election in 1963, all residents of 
the remaining houses and huts within the 600-acre site had agreed to be reallocated for the construction 
of the new town. Toa Payoh was a prototypical town not only in its planning, housing block, and flat 
designs – it contained the HDB’s first high-rise point blocks – but was home to new building types and a 
variety of programs unprecedented in previous public or private housing estates. From the early 1970s, it 
hosted national and local events such as the PM Cup Inter-Constituency Soccer Championship final at 
Toa Payoh Stadium, officiated by the PM himself in 1973; the Singapore Teachers’ Union trishawthon 
opened by Minister of State for Labor, also in 1973; and the Chinese New Year Chingay Procession and 
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701 “Toa Payoh To Go Ahead: Govt. To Start Work on Satellite Town,” The Straits Times, February 10, 1963, 10. With 
13 seats out of 51 seats, Barisan Sosialis was the leading opposition party after the 1963 elections. But from 1966, it 
went into decline and had no more representatives in Parliament in 1968. Barisan Sosialis never regained its position 




the primary school swimming championships from 1974 on.702 The Toa Payoh Sports Complex hosted 
major national events such as the National Day Parade on August 9 in 1975 and 1977, the Women’s 
Sports Carnival (1975), and the Prophet Mohammed’s birthday celebrations in 1977. Various cultural 
shows and exhibitions were also held at the Toa Payoh library, such as a Deepavali cultural show and an 
Exhibition on Chess opened by the Minister for Culture (1974).  
Every event was publicized in the press, and each was invariably officiated by a Minister, 
typically respective to the nature of the event. For example, the Minister of Education officiated the 
opening of a primary school (1973), the PM opened the NTUC Welcome Consumers’ Co-operative 
supermarket (1973), the Minister for the Environment opened Kim Keat constituency shops and the 
hawkers’ fair price campaign at Toa Payoh Market (1974), and the Minister of Defense Deputy PM Goh 
opened the third photographic exhibition of the Singapore Armed Forces Reservists’ Association (SAFRA) 
at the Toa Payoh Club House (1975). The first regional seminar on “The Education of the Visually 
Handicapped in ASEAN countries” was held at the Singapore School for the Blind (1973), and later that 
year Toa Payoh housed the SEAP Games Village. Among the highlights of the opening ceremony was 
the watering of a tree sapling by the Deputy PM and Minister of Defense Goh, exactly 10 years after the 
first tree-planting campaign was launched by PM Lee, who had said: “Like tree planting, we must educate 
our younger generation, nurture them, have faith in them and see to it that they grow up strong and 
rugged.”703 (Fig. 5.08)  
Toa Payoh was Thumboo’s quintessential “Townsville.” The HDB planned for religious buildings 
of the four major religions in Singapore – the church, the mosque, the Chinese temple, and the Hindu 
temple – by the early 1970s. Whereas some, like the Siong Lim Temple (completed in 1902), predated 
the new town, others like the Church of the Risen Christ and the Muhajirin Mosque were constructed 
during the building of Toa Payoh New Town.704 (Fig. 5.09) The temple and the mosque, with their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
702 The 10 kilometers trishawthon saw 200 teachers riding 50 trishaws in relay style to raise fund for their union. A 
trishaw is a three-wheeled cycle rickshaw that was a ubiquitous mode of transport up to the 1970s in the urban areas.  
 
703 “Prepare for Changes Ahead,Says PM Lee,” The Straits Times, May 29, 1967, 4. C.f. “Lee: 10-year Task That 
Faces Present Generation,” The Straits Times, April 10, 1967, 18. Participating nations included Burma, the Khmer 
republic, Laos, Malaysa, the Republic of Vietnam, Thailand, and Singapore.   
 




symbolic roof forms and deep roof eaves, as well as the modern-style church with its steep terracotta-
tiled roofs underneath a reinforced concrete overhang, stood out as distinct landmarks among the new 
flats. The church was the first in Singapore to install air-conditioning in 1974. The majority of the 
worshippers for these religious buildings were residents of Toa Payoh, and were responsive to the 
government’s and HDB’s attempts at planning for communities. These building served as an extension of 
the community centers, which held non-religious social functions. The first of these on Boon Teck Road in 
Toa Payoh was completed in 1966. The HDB continued planning for religious buildings within its new 
towns, and undertook the designs for some of them.  
With the introduction of a supplementary bus service that served only the new town itself from 
1974, it was effectively self-sufficient and self-contained. There was little reason for children growing up 
in Toa Payoh to leave the town at all. That same year, primary schools in Toa Payoh, amongst 19 other 
schools in the country, began to experiment with a new teaching approach whereby students learn 
through game-like methods introduced by the Ministry of Education; it was implemented in all schools the 
following year. The experiments extended into the exterior, reflected in the designs of playgrounds – each 
was differently themed and consisted of a variety of materials, textures, and colors. Also in the new town, 
the void deck housed funeral rituals and wedding celebrations under blocks raised on piloti. To promote 
leisure and the appreciation of nature within the HDB environment, the first nationwide bird-singing 
contest was held at Toa Payoh Town Garden in 1978, with the West German chancellor and his wife as 
guests of honor. The press reported on all these events, regardless of scale. With no trace of the swamp, 
pig farms, or squatters left, only the present and the future remained. Here, where the national cultivation 
of the fit body and mind was as thoroughly considered as the cultivation of the environment, it was 
possible to imagine the home for Thumboo’s “dreams without beginnings of our flowers in the sun.”  
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Fig. 5.08 The 1973 SEAP Games in Toa Payoh, Singapore. Left: Four-story library building built by the Public Works 
Department (PWD) to house the Secretariat during the Games. Right: Deputy PM and Minister of Defense Goh 
watering a sapling at the opening of the SEAP, August 30, 1973.  
 
   
     
Fig. 5.09 Religious buildings in Toa Payoh New Town. Top left: Siong Lim Temple, the only structure that was not 
cleared on the site, 1968. Right: The temple amidst a Suzhou-style garden paid for by the Tourist Promotion Board, 
1974. Bottom left: Church of the Risen Christ, completed in 1971. Right: Three-story Muhajirin Mosque, completed in 




Planning and Planting 
On May 30, 1959, just eight weeks after the PAP’s first victory, the new government initiated its 
Operation Lung project as part of the Ministry of National Development’s policy to convert every open 
space into parks or children’s playgrounds, to provide “lungs for the people.”705 Mentioned in the press 
but not in official records, it was not until the PAP’s next victory in 1963 that “tree planting” became a 
nationwide project. In 1967, the “clean and green” campaign “was officially launched, effecting the re-
organization in the key governmental bodies, specifically the Ministries of National Development, Health, 
Culture and Education. Whereas the 1959 project was ad hoc and small in scale, similar to the SIT’s 
backlane improvement schemes – the government described it as “a little side show to the big jobs” – the 
Garden City project was extensive and comprehensive. From 1967, the city beyond the HDB housing 
estates became a highly planned environment driven by urban renewal. In this urban space, particularly 
in the Central Area, the manifestation of the garden city was integral to economics, infrastructure, and 
architectural planning, and building.  
Toh Chin Chye (1921-2012-68), the first Deputy Minister of Singapore (1959-68), acknowledged 
in the first issue of the Singapore Polytechnic’s Journal of the School of Architecture that it took seven 
years to persuade the public of Chinatown to accept their new environment. “In the early days, he writes, 
“persuasion of slum dwellers to resettle constituted a major political and social problem… The problem of 
urban renewal is now largely a problem of economics, town planning and building.”706 He admits he is 
“happy that the people of the slum areas in Singapore have now come to accept their resettlement into 
multi-story flats as the only solution to housing in land-scarce Singapore.”707 He rationalizes that eviction 
should not to be seen as a punishment but “a preparation for a better life.” Shortly thereafter, the URD’s 
Alan Choe, speaking at the Y’s Men’s Club in January 1967, pronounced that “urban renewal was a 
necessity in Singapore not only as a means of improving the living conditions for every citizen, but also of 
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706 “Toh Is Happy over ‘Slums to Flats’ Acceptance,” The Straits Times, March 17, 1967, 8. Toh Chin Chye, Journal of 
the School of Architecture, Singapore Polytechnic, No. 1, 1967. 
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providing better opportunities for employment to all.”708 He repeatedly emphasized that there was “no 
alternative to urban renewal in Singapore.”709 Toh, Chairman of the Singapore Polytechnic Board of 
Governors (1959-75) and Vice-Chancellor at the University of Singapore (1968-75) and Minister of 
Science and Technology (1968-1975), was a proponent of the university playing an important role in the 
training of the future architects and planners. He writes: “Our plans have materialized because of our 
architects, builders, planners, masons, carpenters and other expertise involved in the building industry.” 
Toh’s foreword in the SP journal set the tone for the ensuing series of public lectures on architecture and 
planning. The first of these was a course of eight weekly lectures on “Architecture and Planning” 
designed for the layman, organized by the Department of Extra-mural Studies of the University of 
Singapore in January 1967. Speakers included URD head Alan Choe on the “Problems of Urbanization,” 
a board member of the HDB and ex-founding partner of the dissolved Malayan Architects Co-Partnership 
Lim Chong Keat on “Architecture and What It Is All About,” and architect Alfred Wong (President of the 
Singapore Institute of Architects from 1962 to 1966) who spoke on “The Work of the Architect.”710  
Planting was integral to planning under the URD’s urban renewal program, from the introduction 
of the first multi-use type of buildings in Chinatown, to the “Golden Mile” of high-rise flats, office blocks 
and commercial buildings lining the main seafront overlooking Singapore Harbor (1967-), the “Floral Mile” 
from Newton Circus to Clementi Circus (1967-), and the “Golden Shoe,” an 80-acre shoe-shaped piece of 
prime city land marked for urban development (1970-).711 (Fig. 5.10) These projects simultaneously 
addressed urban development and beautification, slum clearance, and new building types. In the thick of 
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urban renewal, the building of community in the city center was centered on the commercial activity of 
shopping and the provision of spaces specifically targeted for children and the elderly. Kreta Ayer 
Community Center in the heart of Chinatown opened in 1960, and in 1964 hosted the first parents’ day 
for those whose children attended the crèches and centers run by the Ministry of Social Affairs.712 During 
the campaign years in the early 1960s, the PAP began to set up kindergartens after the main opposition 
party, Barisan Sosialis, started organizing kindergarten classes as well. In addition to the benefits of 
having a pre-school education for children, the PAP also viewed it as a social outreach program to gain 
the support of parents.713  
In 1965, there were 16 children’s centers and ten crèches run by the Ministry of Social Affairs in 
Singapore located in the city.714 These were mostly located on the ground floor of HDB flats, or for those 
in the Central Area, on the rooftop of the commercial shopping podium. In 1971, the Government 
responded to the call by the People’s Front to build more crèches to cater to two-parent working families, 
not only building crèches themselves but also encouraging the private sector to build them where there 
were large numbers of working mothers.715 Subsequent HDB-built housing complexes contained a 
crèche, typically on the play deck above the shopping podium, as the People’s Park Complex and in the 
Outram Park Community Center. Private housing complexes in the city also began to include a crèche as 
part of their provision of amenities. The Social Welfare Department was tasked with providing assistance 
to any private enterprise that wished to start a crèche service. The moving of children inside buildings 
and off the streets meant that while tree planting was taking place, open spaces in the city center were 
still rather limited to a few designated areas such as the Padang and Esplanade by the riverfront, the 
Hong Lim Park (dubbed the “poor man’s park” when it was opened in 1960) and the landscaped plaza at 
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People’s Park, which was the architects’ attempt to extend public space from the interior of the privately 
owned complex. Space was later found for town parks in the inner city, such as at the nine-hectare 
Pearl’s Hill Town Park. The base of Pearl’s Hill was surrounded by public development, including the 
Outram Park Complex with its open-air courtyard.  
Across the street from the People’s Park Complex, the People’s Theater at Kreta Ayer that 
opened in March 1969 was built as a venue for traditional Chinese cultural performances. It was the 
cultural counterpart to the People’s Park Complex diagonally across the road. Besides Cantonese and 
Teochew opera, it hosted variety shows, youth concerts, singing contests, martial arts performances, 
weight-lifting contests, and technical courses; and it was used on various occasions as a balloting center 
for public housing in the Kreta Ayer constituency. The theater underwent an expansion in 1976 and re-
opened in 1979 – a modern building with a Chinese-style terracotta roof rebuilt at S$1.1 million, with a 
1,102-seat capacity. (Fig. 5.11) Schools and other organizations were encouraged to use the building for 
“cultural activities like story-telling contests, oratorical contests, talentimes and seminars.”716 The Theater, 
Community Center, two existing HDB blocks of flats, and the new Kreta Ayer Complex (completed in 
1983) was the center of cultural and commercial activity. The street-level plaza and roof deck were 
regularly used for public events and celebrations.  
 
 
Fig. 5.10 The Straits Times’ highlight of the $125-million urban renewal scheme: New buildings completed in the 
1970s along the “Golden Mile” bounded by Beach Road and Nicholl Highway. Top: Woh Hup/Golden Mile Complex 
by DP Architects (1973). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




   
Fig. 5.10 Bottom left: Golden Mile Tower by Goh Hock Guan Design Team (1973). Bottom right: Shaw Towers by 
Iversen Van Sitteren & Partners (1976).  
 
  
Fig. 5.11 Kreta Ayer People’s Theater with the HDB flats behind, c.1979. 
 
The HDB Annual Report of 1979 states in its introduction that “with two-thirds of the population 
living in our housing estates, the ‘HDB family’ is recognized as a typical Singapore family.” The HDB’s 
contribution to the construction of the Singapore family was immense. That year, it finalized a plan for the 
improvement and redevelopment of the early estates, which included the demolition of 53 of 88 
emergency blocks for new development and the conversion of six of these into larger self-contained flats 
over the next five years. The HDB shifted its planning strategy from neighborhood planning (with each 
neighborhood consisting of 4,000 to 6,000 dwelling units) to precinct planning of 600 to 1,000 units, in a 




social identity.”717 This took the form of precinct shopping centers typically with a landscaped plaza which 
would be where recreational facilities, a kindergarten, eating houses, and local retail shops were located. 
The HDB also established the Residents Committee Scheme in conjunction with the precinct concept, 
and systematized a new generation of community centers. Seventy-three were scheduled to be managed 
by the People’s Association to usher in a new phase in community development, of which the HDB would 
build 40.718  
Of the remaining news publications from the colonial period by 1959 (most of which no longer 
existed or had been completely restructured by 1980), The Straits Times was the most effective platform 
for the transmission of nationalism by the incumbent government. Its pages contained vivid imagery of a 
rapidly modernizing city transforming “from slums to flats,” “from dirt to gardens,” etc. – depictions of 
contrasts that frequently appeared in its pages. The garden city signified the aversion of crisis, offering 
plenty of green open spaces as palpable public sites. The people were continually ensured that their 
housing environment was ever improving, that they would find leisure in HDB shopping centers and the 
new privately owned public spaces propagated by the URA and the private enterprise that it promoted. 
Unlike when the SIT and the municipal government referred to the British garden city estate only in minor 
details of building and form, post-1959 Garden City Singapore was an experiment, a new invention – 
albeit a hybridized one – that referenced the nineteenth-century industrial town, turn-of-the-century 
garden city estates, the visionary urban schemes of the 1930s, and the post-war humanist ideals of 
Europe and America.  
The generic aesthetic of green embedded within this ideology has since gained mass acceptance, 
such as the publicly accepted notion that a civilized society must live in a “clean and green” environment. 
For those who could benefit economically from its implementation, more often than not it is merely 
routinely applied, duplicated, modified, and multiplied (think for example the landscaped compounds and 
planters of lush greenery hanging off the balconies in the renderings or showrooms of private residential 
developments). Open space, once background to the housing, is celebrated as “place” to the extent that 
no housing project can be proposed without communal gardens for events. Together with the URA (urban 
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renewal) and the PWD (greening and planting), and the policies implemented under the Garden City 
schema, the HDB had created a pervasive domestic environment for a public that it had been cultivating 
since 1960.  
Amidst the millennial euphoria of building housing with sky gardens, “green tropes” continue to 
proliferate. In 2001, the Duxton Plain Public Housing competition, the first international competition on 
public housing held in the new millenium, re-situated Singapore’s mass housing story within a network of 
spatial practices that challenges the epistemological break produced by the war, between colony and 
nation. The six-person jury team consisted of Fumihiko Maki, Moshe Safdie, the Chief Planner of the URA, 
the Mayor of the constituency, the President of the Singapore Institute of Architects (SIA), and Singapore 
architect Raymond Woo, who designed one of the largest shopping mall-office complexes on Orchard 
Road in the early 1990s. Emerging from the cleared site of one of the HDB’s oldest blocks in the Central 
Area is a 2.5-acre residential complex comprising seven 50-story towers with a total of 1,848 units; the 
design, entitled “Sky Houses: Flying Green,” was won by the home-grown architectural firm ARC Studio 
Architecture + Urbanism, in collaboration with RSP Architects Planners & Engineers (Pte) Ltd.719 (Figs. 
5.12 to 5.14) 
The project, which was selected from over 200 entries from an international competition 
conducted by the URA and the MND, marked a reassertion of design in housing after 50 years of HDB 
housing as state welfare provision. The HDB took part in competition as a competitor, submitting two 
separate entries in collaboration with private firms. One the one hand, the competition anticipated the 
corporatization of the HDB in 2003. On the other, it marked a re-convergence of public housing and 
architectural history that had been somewhat decoupled during the initial nation-building decades. The 
winning complex, renamed the Pinnacle at Duxton, with its link bridges and landscaped sky gardens on 
the twenty-fifth and fiftieth floors, was not meant to be duplicated or mass produced; it is rather a 
demonstration and a public statement. (Fig. 5.15) 
The Pinnacle at Duxton seems to mark a new phase in the reconciliation between design and 
national housing policy. Jointly published by the MND, HDB and the URA, the competition publication was 
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published a year later and contained all the submitted entries, including a 20-page feature on the winning 
entry. Included in the introduction is a history of housing in Singapore from the 1960s with the following 
sections: 1960s: Housing a Growing Nation; 1970s: The Development of the New Town; 1980s: New 
Needs, A Total Living Environment; 1990s: Character and Identity; and The New Millennium.720 In the 
latest, the HDB’s idea was to “make Singapore the ‘Best Home for Singaporeans,’” which entails going 
“beyond being functional, and be unique and innovative in their designs.”721 Yet we have somehow 
returned full circle to the middle of the last century, where new housing types were introduced to the 
public as exhibitions of a future modern lifestyle demonstrative of a modern developed nation. The 
Pinnacle at Duxton (termed an “integrated public housing development”) is proffered as a gateway 
between the old and new urban fabric of downtown and a monument to a city for six million. 
Notwithstanding the seemingly endless perpetuation of old tropes, there lies within this postcolonial 
housing complex a history of housing that is still open to the possibilities of its own antithesis. 
 
  
Fig. 5.12 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project – Pinnacle at Duxton by ArcStudio and RSP. Left: Rendering of the 
winning entry, c.2002. Right: Pinnacle at Duxton featured in A+U feature issue, “Singapore: Capital City for Vertical 
Green” in 2012 – The Chinatown shophouses preserved under the heritage program are in the foreground. 
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Fig. 5.13 Duxton Plain Public Housing Project, 26th-floor plan, showing position of each block informed by sun angle 
of incidence, c.2002. According to the architects, the three main angles of incidence over the period of a year were 
mapped onto the block layout to determine the impact of the sun on western facing blocks. External sunscreens were 
proposed for blocks 3, 6 and 7, which receive the highest percentage of western sun exposure.  
 
 











Unpublished Primary Sources 
Public Record Office, The National Archives, Kew 
CO273/310. Sanitary Condition of Singapore 
CO273/539/1. Town Planning in Malaya 
CO323/1080/9. Town Planning in the Colonies 
CO825/47/15. Far Eastern Reconstruction: Post War Housing in Singapore. 
CO825/88/9. Memo No. 2 Singapore Improvement Trust 
CO825/88/61. Proceedings of the Singapore Legislative Council Meeting on October 4, 1952 
CO927/35/5. Proposed Colonial Housing Bureau: Appointment of Colonial Liaison Officer to DSIR 
CO937/512/11. “Singapore Seeks to Attract Industry,” Birmingham Post (Sep. 27, 1962) 
CO937/512/15-29. Legislative Debates: State of Singapore Official Reports 
CO937/512/55. UNTAB Industrial Survey Report, 1961 
CO937/512/85 [FIN/5801]. Legislative Debates: State of Singapore Official Reports 
CO1022/433. Singapore Housing Situation  
SEA19/21/01. Singapore Colony Housing Situation 
 
The Architectural Association Archives, London 
2006:S28. O. Koenigsberger. 
 
The National Archives of Singapore 
HDB. A Home of Our Own. Oct. 11, 1979. NAS 2010000393.  
_____. Building a New Singapore 1960s. Singapore: Tom Hodge Production. NAS2010000396.  
_____. Chairman’s Speech at opening of Housing & Development Board Exhibition, December 8, 1960. 
NAS HB/74/1/59/109. 
_____. Speech by Mr. Tan Kia Gan, Minister for National Development, Opening of Housing and 
Development Board Exhibition in Selegie Road on December 10, 1960 at 10.30am. NAS 
HB/74/1/59/108. 





_____. Speech at the Opening Ceremony of Outram Park Complex on May 8, 1970. NAS lky19700508.  
Leong Loi Kwai. Interview by Yeo Gek Li (in Cantonese), “口述历史访谈：华人方言群（山水）” [“Oral 
History Interviews: Chinese Dialect Group (Samsui)”], NAS, April 30, 1991 (001290/03). 
Lim Kim San. Speech at the opening of the Building Industry Exhibition organized by the Singapore 
Polytechnic, January 22, 1965. NAS 65024448 [MC.JA.28/65 (DEV)]. 
Loo Kwai Yoh. Interview by Chan Tse Chueen, “口述历史访谈：华人方言群（山水）” [“Oral History 
Interviews: Chinese Dialect Group (Samsui)”], NAS, January 15, 1997 (001805). 
Ministry of Culture. “The People’s Singapore: Progress.” 1960. NAS 1982000305 
NAS. Ten Years that Shaped a Nation 新加坡建国十年: An Exhibition Catalog. Singapore: National 
Archives of Singapore, 2008.   
Radio Malaysia Singapura Series. “Opening of the Ideal Home Exhibition.” August 3, 1965. Singapore 
Broadcasting Corporation. NAS 1997021106. 
Radio Singapura Series. “Opening Of Architecture And Singapore Housing Exhibition By Minister for 
Culture S. Rajaratnam,” March 18, 1963. Singapore Broadcasting Corporation. NAS 1998004333. 
Radio Singapura Series. “Opinion: Beautification of Singapore – Its Problems.” October 11, 1967. 
Singapore Broadcasting Corporation. NAS 1998005895, Tape 1; NAS 1997022111, Tape 2. 
SIT. “Minutes of the Proceeding of the Municipal Commissioner in Committee.” NAS IS979/13/HDB1001. 
SIT978/52. Khee, E.H. “Community Life and Basic Estate Management in the Trust Estates.” 
_____. Letter dated August 23, 1953.  
Singapore Tourism Board. Singapore: The Lion City. [Duration 00:14:51] NAS 2004001966. 
Visionary Architecture, and Housing in Singapore: Exhibits at National Library, March 4, 1963. NAS 
147/63/AR60. 
 
The National Library of Singapore 
“Raffles to Farquhar, June 25, 1819.” Straits Settlement Records, L10, National Library, Singapore.  
 
Published Primary Sources 
Official Publications and Pamphlets 
Abercrombie, Patrick. Greater London Plan 1944. A Report prepared on behalf of the Standing 
conference on London Regional at the request of the Minister of Town and Country Planning. 
London: HMSO, 1945.  
_____. Hong Kong: Preliminary Planning Report. HK: Government Printer, 1948.  
Abrams, Charles, Susumu Kobe, and Otto Koenigsberger. Growth and Urban Renewal in Singapore: 
Report prepared for the Government of Singapore. Singapore: United Nations Programme of 




Colony of Singapore. Master Plan, Report of Survey. Singapore: G.P.O., 1955.  
Del Tufo, M.V. Malaya, comprising the Federation of Malaya and the Colony of Singapore: A Report on 
the 1947 census of population. London: Crown Agents for the Governments of Malaya and 
Singapore, 1949.  
Forshaw, J. H., and Patrick Abercrombie. County of London Plan. London: Macmillan & Co., 1943. 
Foyle, Arthur, ed. Conference on Tropical Architecture 1953: A Report of the Proceedings of the 
Conference Held at University College, London, March 1953. London: University College London, 
1953.  
Fraser, James M. The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust, 1927-1947. Singapore: SIT, 1947.  
_____. The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust. Singapore: SIT, 1948; 1949; 1950; 1951; 1952; 
1953; 1954; 1955; 1956; 1957; 1958.  
_____. Report of the Housing Committee Singapore, 1947. Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1948. 
Housing Development Board Annual Reports 1960 – 1974, 1975/76, 1976/77, 1977/78, 1978/79, 1980. 
Singapore: HDB.  
_____. Public Housing Design Handbook. Singapore: HDB, 1996.  
Ministry of Housing and Local Government. Green Belts. H.M.S.O. (Circular No. 42/55). 1955.  
_____. Green Belt Cities. H.M.S.O. (Circular No. 50/57). 1957.  
Ministry of Law and National Development. Selected Plants and Planting for a Garden City. Singapore: 
Ministry of Law and National Development, National Development Division, 1971.  
“Minutes of the Proceeding of the Municipal Commissioner in Committee,” 1913. NAS 979/13; Raffles 
Museum and Library, NA429. 
People’s Action Party. Twelve Years of Achievement. Singapore: PAP, 1972.  
“Proceedings of the Legislative Council of the Straits Settlements 1910.” In Report of the Municipal 
Enquiry Commission, 2000.  
Seawell, F.E.A.B. and S.C. Woolmer. The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust, 1958. Singapore: 
Authority of the SIT, 1958.  
Seawell, F.E.A.B. and Teo Kah Leong. The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust, 1959. Singapore: 
Authority of the SIT, 1959.  
Singapore Housing Commission. “Appendix A: Dr. Simpson’s Report and the Action Taken before and 
after it.” In Proceedings and Report of the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Cause of the 
Present Housing Difficulties in Singapore and the Steps which Should be Taken to Remedy Such 
Difficulties. Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1918.  
_____. Proceedings and Report of the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Cause of the Present 
Housing Difficulties in Singapore and the Steps Which Should Be Taken to Remedy Such 
Difficulties. Vol. 1. Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1918.  
Seow Peck Leng. Report on New Life in New Homes. Singapore: Persatuan Wanita Singapura, 1965.  





Simpson, William J. Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore. London: Waterlow & Sons, 1907. 
Singapore Improvement Trust. Queenstown Singapore: Final Report of The New Towns Working Party 
on the Plan for Queenstown. Singapore: SIT, 1958.  
Teo Siew Eng, “Planning Principles in Pre- and Post-independence Singapore.” Town Planning Review, 
63, no. 2 (April 1992): 163-85. 
The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust 1959. Singapore: Lee Kim Heng (acting Government 
Printer), 1960.  
United Nations Dept. of Economic and Social Affairs. World Housing Conditions and Estimated Housing 
Requirements. New York: United Nations, 1965.  
URA. Chronicle of Sale Sites [A Pictorial Chronology of the Sale of Sites Programme for Private 
Development: 1967-1974, Urban Renewal Department, 1974 Urban Redevelopment Authority]. 
Singapore: URA, 1983.  
“Visionary Architecture.” Press Release, The Museum of Modern Art, September 29, 1960. No.108. 




Lim, William S.W. Email response, May 3, 2013. 
_____. Email response, Nov. 13, 2013.  
_____. Email response, Nov. 20, 2013.  
 
Newspaper Articles 
“Expressway Construction Sparks Large Acquisition.” Channel NewsAsia, November 15, 2011. Accessed 
November 21, 2011. http://www.channelnewsasia.com.sg] CNEWAS0020111115e7bf000p2. 
“Interim Report of Health and Disposal of Sewage Committee.” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning 
Advertiser, September 23, 1907, 3.  
“Miscellaneous.” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, May 15, 1906, 5. 
“Municipal Commission.” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, November 30, 1907, 3.  
“Untitled.” Eastern Daily Mail and Straits Morning Advertiser, May 11, 1906, 2.  
“The Land Transport Authority: Full Alignment of North-South Expressway Unveiled.” Singapore 
Government News, November 15, 2011. ATGVSG0020111122e7bf0005l.  
 “A Visit to Kelantan: The Properties of the Duff Development Company.” The Singapore Free Press, 
October 20, 1911, 3.  
“Assembly Clash on S.I.T. Jobs.” The Singapore Free Press, January 26, 1959, 1.  
“$500,000 for Prefabs, Shops and Flats.” The Singapore Free Press, September 30, 1948, 5. 




Hogarth, James. “A Newer Look.” The Singapore Free Press, September 15, 1958, 4.  
“Holiday Bungalows Will Cost $160,000.” The Singapore Free Press, November 19, 1948, 5.  
“Housing Commission: An Interesting Report.” The Singapore Free Press, August 22, 1918, 116.  
“Housing Problems. Lavender Street Scheme. Doing Away with the Shophouse.” The Singapore Free 
Press, November 19, 1928, 8.  
“Hundreds of US Cities.” The Singapore Free Press, September 15, 1958, 5.  
“Improvement Trust Flats Occupied.” The Singapore Free Press, December 3, 1936, 6.  
“Insanitary Calcutta.” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, October 13, 1906, 4.  
“Kampong threat to Health.” The Singapore Free Press, April 25, 1949, 5.  
Kerk, Corinne. “Green Grass of Home.” The Business Times, April 9, 1999, 9. 
“Malayans Study in Australia.” The Singapore Free Press, August 5, 1948, 5.  
“Memorandum.” The Singapore Free Press, June 18, 1935, 3.  
“Municipal Ideals. Notable Lecture by Mr Roland Braddell. Town Planning Analyzed.” The Singapore Free 
Press, January 25, 1916, 10.  
“Municipal Re-Organization.” The Singapore Free Press, September 2, 1911, 7. 
“Our Garden Suburb. Mr. Dunman’s Big Scheme. Houses for the Smallholder.” The Singapore Free 
Press, October 13, 1927, 9.  
“Public Health and Popular Prejudices.” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, October 23, 
1897, 2. 
“Queenstown: It Won’t Be Perfect at the Start.” The Singapore Free Press, October 2, 1953, 5.  
“Reconditioning Singapore: Improvement Trust Work. Steady Improvement.” The Singapore Free Press, 
July 20, 1927, 3.  
“Relief from Crowding Urged in Slum Clean-up: English Scheme May be Pattern for Singapore.” The 
Singapore Free Press, June 18, 1935, 6.  
“Singapore Housing is Better than Hong Kong’s – Mr. Teh.” The Singapore Free Press, October 12, 1961, 
3.  
“Singapore Improvement Trust. Instructive Memorandum. Town Planning in Other Countries.” The 
Singapore Free Press, June 27, 1921, 7.  
“S.I.T. Flats: ‘Means Test’ Is criticized.” The Singapore Free Press, July 26, 1948, 5.  
“60 Firms Join Exhibition of Low-cost Furniture for Flats.” The Singapore Free Press, July 10, 1961, 7.  
Tay, Kheng Soon for SPUR. “The People’s Voice in Civic Development [Letters].” The Straits Times, July 
10, 1967, 10.  
“The Improvement Trust. Re-Conditioning of Singapore. What will begin on July 1st.” The Singapore Free 
Press, June 28, 1927, 9.  




“Toa Payoh to Go Ahead: Govt. to Start Work on Satellite Town.” The Straits Times, February 10, 1963, 
10.  
“Town Planning.” The Singapore Free Press, June 23, 1921, 10.  
“Town Planning Again.” The Singapore Free Press, June 28, 1921, 6.  
“Town Planning for Singapore.” The Singapore Free Press, June 30, 1921, 10.  
“$2,000 Home to Be Shown in Delhi.” The Singapore Free Press, September 25, 1953, 5.  
“Wah Garden City: Singapore’s First Housing Scheme.” The Singapore Free Press, January 19, 1923, 7.  
“War Garden City.” The Singapore Free Press, January 20, 1923, 6.  
Woodward, Marcus. “The World in 2408 A.D.” The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, 
March 20, 1909, 10.  
Keaughran, T.J. “Picturesque and Busy Singapore II: In and Around the City,” Straits Times Weekly, 
December 13, 1886, 12. 
“Late Telegram.” Straits Times Weekly, June 9, 1891. 4. 
“Minutes of Proceedings of the Municipal Commissioners at an Ordinary Meeting Held on 28th Oct. 1891.” 
Straits Times Weekly Issue, November 18, 1891, 10. 
“A Big Housing Plan.” The Straits Times, September 19, 1959, 1.  
“A Call to Keep the Republic Clean… Everyday.” The Straits Times, October 21, 1968, 4.  
“A Call to Parents.” The Straits Times, September 6, 1965, 7.  
“A Coastal Motorway with Singapore’s Golden Mile.” The Straits Times, July 30, 1969, 10.  
“A Colossal Effort.” The Straits Times, September 19, 1959, 8.  
“A Flat Every 45 Minutes – S’pore Lower Income Groups Can Get Housing from Board within Few Days.” 
The Straits Times, August 31, 1964, 10.  
“A Garden City? Top NZ Florist Will Show How.” The Straits Times, May 31, 1970, 4.  
“A Happier Feeling Now with More Greenery.” The Straits Times, October 3, 1970, 20.  
“A Home Ownership Plan for Toa Payoh.” The Straits Times, January 28, 1966, 6.  
“A Housing Board Achievement.” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 13.  
“A Neighborhood Unit for 10,000.” The Straits Times, October 21, 1951, 5.  
“A Peep at the Exciting City of the Future.” The Straits Times, May 26, 1969, 5.  
“Abercrombie Coming to Singapore.” The Straits Times, November 23, 1948, 7.  
“Among the Eggs.” The Straits Times, June 19, 1935, 10.  
“An Important Shopping Area.” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 17.  




“Approval of the Reconstruction and Improvement of Drains in Chinchew Street and Nankin Street, at 
Contract Rates Aggregating about $5,748 Was Given.” The Straits Times, July 4, 1908, 5. 
“Arrests Made to Foil Repeat of Riots.” The Straits Times, October 9, 1963, 1.  
“As I Was Saying.” The Straits Times, September 13, 1958, 6.  
“Backlanes in Singapore.” The Straits Times, February 19, 1910, 8.  
“Barker: National Culture No Govt. Monopoly.” The Straits Times, June 30, 1969, 4.  
“Big Crowds at Housing Exhibition.” The Straits Times, December 9, 1948, 7.  
“Big Firms Will Exhibit Furniture at Ideal Home Show.” The Straits Times, June 10, 1965, 5.  
“Big Housing Scheme to Go On.” The Straits Times, August 19, 1951, 5.  
“Biggest Housing Estate Planned.” The Straits Times, July 16, 1950.  
“Bomb-proof Shelters for New Blocks of Flats. Accommodation for 5,000 Planned in Trust’s 1940 
Programme.” The Straits Times, June 28, 1939, 15.  
“Building Career Loses Out to Social Prejudice.” The Straits Times, December 2, 1973, 4.  
“Buildings of all Nations. Modern Tendency. Advancing Cause of Architecture.” The Straits Times, June 5, 
1929, 16.  
Campbell, William. “Condominium: New Housing Style for Gracious, Better Living.” The Straits Times, 
January 8, 1973, 12.  
_____. “Now Flats for the $1,500-plus… and More, Improved Amenities for the Community.” The Straits 
Times, August 9, 1974, 16.  
_____. “Singapore Speeds Up the Home Ownership Plan.” The Straits Times, May 18, 1968, 10.  
Chang, Henry. “Work Starts on Largest ‘Show-under-one-roof’ Center in Malaysia.” The Straits Times, 
October 20, 1971, 14.  
Chia Poteik. “New People’s Park.” The Straits Times, June 22, 1971, 7.  
“Chinatown Flats for 420.” The Straits Times, July 24, 1952, 5.  
“Chinatown to Get $18 Million New Look.” The Straits Times, February 2, 1980, 8.  
“Choe: Slums in City Centre Block Progress.” The Straits Times, April 18, 1967, 6.  
“Civic Projects and Public Debate: No Secrecy in Reclamation and Development Plans.” The Straits 
Times, July 18, 1967, 8.  
“Coming Up Fast, Grandest Complex in Asia.” The Straits Times, September 30, 1969, 5.  
“Co-op Housing Society.” The Straits Times, November 19, 1948, 4.  
“Construction in Central Area to Stop.” The Straits Times, September 24, 1982, 11.  
“Contest for S’pore’s 235 Petrol Stations.” The Straits Times, December 7, 1967, 4.  




“Council Plans Pedestrian Safety Campaign.” The Straits Times, February 4, 1973, 6.  
“CPF Contribution as a Down Payment.” The Straits Times, October 12, 1967, 8.  
“Dental Health Week Opens Today.” The Straits Times, October 14, 1974, 9.  
“Disasters that Strike in the Home.” The Straits Times, March 26, 1973, 17.  
“Dream Comes True for 252 Slum Families.” The Straits Times, September 19, 1973, 18.  
“ECAFE Expert Is Impressed. End of Social Evil Is in Sight.” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 16.  
“Economic Progress: UN Praise for Singapore.” The Straits Times. March 7, 1963, 11.  
“Elite Lack Hampers Socialists in Asia.” The Straits Times, December 2, 1958, 13.  
“Exhibit Will Teach How to Furnish a One-room Flat.” The Straits Times, December 5, 1960, 4.  
“Exhibition on Housing.” The Straits Times, March 15, 1963, 4.  
“Families Begin Moving to Albert House.” The Straits Times, October 9, 1957, 9.  
“$50,000 to Clear Kampong.” The Straits Times, November 9, 1949, 5.  
“5,000 Families Tell of Living Cost.” The Straits Times, January 8, 1954, 7.  
“Flats for 700 for Colony Chinatown.” The Straits Times, July 7, 1950, 4.  
“Flats Like Gates of Hell.” The Straits Times, July 20, 1957, 4.  
“Forfar House is the 6th Highest.” The Straits Times, November 4, 1956, 5.  
“400,000 People Rehoused by Housing Board. Now You Need Wait Only Days for a New House.” The 
Straits Times, July 21, 1965, 2.  
“$45m Industrial Town Plan for S’pore.” The Straits Times, July 4, 1960, 12.  
Fraser, J.M. “It’s A Crazy World.” The Straits Times, July 31, 1951, 6.  
“Furniture Show: Tow Prize Awarded to Poly Society.” The Straits Times, August 19, 1961, 4.  
“Garden Know-how by a Landscape Artist.” The Straits Times, June 25, 1970, 18.  
“Garden Town to Have 100,000 People: Woon.” The Straits Times, December 14, 1968, 9.  
“Government Men Start Housing Plan.” The Straits Times, August 4, 1948, 5.  
“Govt. ‘Go Ahead’ to Provide Crèches for Working Mums.” The Straits Times, June 3, 1972, 3.  
“Govt. Land Sought.” The Straits Times, November 26, 1948, 5.  
“Govt. Policy Will Decide SIT Plans.” The Straits Times, December 29, 1958, 4.  
“Hari Raya Inferno.” The Straits Times, May 27, 1961, 1.  
“Haunted House Rent.” The Straits Times, November 14, 1952, 11.  
“HDB Flats: Only ‘A Little Dearer’.” The Straits Times, July 8, 1971, 7.  




“He’ll rid ‘Suicide Flats’ of Ghost.” The Straits Times, February 23, 1955, 5.  
“Health Survey to Be Taken in Colony.” The Straits Times, December 15, 1951, 5.  
“Here to See Our Houses.” The Straits Times, September 23, 1953, 4.  
“Hey Big Spender, Happiness Is a Many Splendoured Shopping Centre.” The Straits Times, July 26, 1970, 
12.  
“Homes in the New Office Buildings in City.” The Straits Times, April 3, 1971, 4.  
“Houses in the Tropics.” The Straits Times, July 13, 1925, 3.  
“Housing ‘a Dream Come True’.” The Straits Times, March 19, 1963, 4.  
“Housing and Morals.” The Straits Times, May 18, 1917, 10. 
“Housing is Black Spot in T.B. Fight.” The Straits Times, March 19, 1950, 7.  
“Housing Board Selects 1,210 Model Tenants from 65,000.” The Straits Times, July 14, 1965, 6.  
“Housing Commission.” The Straits Times, October 13, 1917, 8.  
“Housing Project.” The Straits Times, July 22, 1948, 7.  
“Housing Show Opens Today.” The Straits Times, March 18, 1963, 4.  
“Housing: The Master Plan.” The Straits Times, November 30, 1948, 6.  
“Houses, Shops on Site of Abattoir.” The Straits Times, March 9, 1917, 7.  
“How Ideal Is Your Ideal Home?” The Straits Times, July 22, 1965, 12.  
“Hygiene in Singapore.” The Straits Times, July 17, 1875, 4.  
“‘Improve the People’s Welfare’ – Gimson Tells Council.” The Straits Times, February 16, 1949, 1.  
“Improvement Trust Has Big Programme, Large Play Area for Children.” The Straits Times, October 13, 
1937, 12.  
“Improvement Trust Sets an Example.” The Straits Times, February 21, 1927, 8.  
“India Should Be Told, Says Expert. Singapore’s Economy Houses Praised.” The Straits Times, 
September 23, 1953, 8.  
“Jurong Building to Attract Workers’ Families.” The Straits Times, August 7, 1969, 10.  
“Jurong Bus Tolls Angers Union.” The Straits Times, March 22, 1965, 7.  
“Just Another Report?” The Straits Times, August 18, 1948, 4.  
“Keep Eye on World Scene Too,” Says Lee.” The Straits Times, December 13, 1971, 16.  
“Keep S’pore Clean’ Poster Contest with Cash Prizes.” The Straits Times, August 11, 1967, 8.  
“Kreta Ayer Complex Gets New Name.” The Straits Times, September 29, 1984, 13.  
Kwee, Maisie Lee. “An Expert’s Tips on How to Make Your Garden Grow.” The Straits Times, May 16, 




“Land Resale Call to Govt.” The Straits Times, August 8, 1960, 7.  
“Landmark that Is Also Hallmark for Gracious Living.” The Straits Times, August 19, 1978, 36.  
“Lee Launches Spearhead to Remodel ‘Old Singapore’.” The Straits Times, March 16, 1963, 6.  
“Lee: Place in Malaysia for All Cultures.” The Straits Times, March 20, 1965, 6.  
“Lee: ‘Spacemen’ in Singapore Not Good for Us.” The Straits Times, June 1, 1963, 4.  
“Lee: 10-year Task that Faces Present Generation.” The Straits Times, April 10, 1967, 18.  
“Low-cost Housing Rents Need Subsidizing for $200 Wage Earners, Inquiry Is Told.” The Straits Times, 
March 5, 1960, 4.  
“Low-cost One-room Flats.” The Straits Times, December 1960, 4.  
“Lung Men Building Little ‘Side Show’.” The Straits Times, August 11, 1959, 2.  
“Luxurious $38 ½ m Hotel Set in Tropical Garden.” The Straits Times, July 31, 1970, 18.  
“Malay Rights.” The Straits Times, April 19, 1964, 12.  
“Malayan Slumdoms.” The Straits Times, July 14, 1937, 16.  
“Malayan Test for Roofing Materials.” The Straits Times, October 21, 1952, 12.  
Mason, Nick. “A Town Waiting for People.” The Straits Times, November 3, 1965, 12.  
“Milestone in History of Combine.” The Straits Times, July 15, 1964, 12.  
“Minister to Parents: Tell Us if You Have Ideas.” The Straits Times, June 22, 1964, 5.  
“Modern Architecture.” The Straits Times, September 9, 1930, 8.  
“Modern Flooring Must Be Decorative as well as Durable.” The Singapore Free Press, January 19, 1955, 
11.  
“More Homes for the People.” The Straits Times, July 21, 1965, 1.  
“Municipal Land Acquisition.” The Straits Times, July 11, 1899, 3.  
“Multi-use Buildings: First Goes up in Chinatown.” The Straits Times, April 21, 1967, 4.  
“Mystery of the Samsui Women.” The Straits Times, April 14, 1950, 10.  
“New Dept. to Develop Garden City.” The Straits Times, February 28, 1973, 7. 
“New Departmental Store Opens at People’s Park Complex.” The Straits Times, December 12, 1970, 12.  
“New Homes for 12,500 at the Old Jail for 760.” The Straits Times, May 12, 1970, 4.   
“New People’s Park.” The Straits Times, June 22, 1967, 7.  
“New Towns Concept – Getting the Best from West.” The Straits Times, October 29, 1976, 16.  
“New Town for 70,000: Colony Suburb to Be Named after the Queen.” The Straits Times, September 28, 
1953, 1.  




“No SIT Move to Bar Death Falls.” The Straits Times, February 2, 1953, 7.  
“Now Full Speed Ahead in House Building.” The Straits Times, July 20, 1959, 1.  
“Occupation Awaited.” The Straits Times, October 23, 1952, 6.  
“Old Landmark Goes.” The Straits Times, June 18, 1968, 6.  
“On the Margin.” The Straits Times, March 14, 1950, 6.  
“Ong Gets $17m to Begin His Big Plan.” The Straits Times, October 13, 1959, 2.  
“Opening of Town Planning Display.” The Straits Times, November 30, 1948, 4.  
Peters, Maureen. “Residents of 60 Blocks of Flats Clean Up Corridors and Stairs.” The Straits Times, 
November 25, 1968, 4.  
Peters, Maureen. “Smarten up or You’ll Be Banned by Govt.” The Straits Times, May 20, 1969, 4.  
“People Ask for Water, They Get Trees.” The Straits Times, December 20, 1967, 4.  
“People’s Park Complex: Singapore’s Tallest Building-to-be.” The Straits Times, December 1, 1967, 8.  
“Plan for Five-room Housing Units near Jurong Lake, Says Ho.” The Straits Times, March 22, 1979, 12.  
“Plastic Company Embarks on Big Expansion.” The Straits Times, February 18, 1964, 14.  
“Practical Support for ‘Garden City’.” The Straits Times, March 15, 1968, 8.  
“Prepare for Changes Ahead, Says PM Lee.” The Straits Times, May 29, 1967, 4.  
“Princess Estate of 200 Flats.” The Straits Times, May 26, 1948, 6.  
“Protest Vote Hit at that Resettlement Note.” The Straits Times, September 10, 1972, 10.  
“Rebuilding Singapore.” The Straits Times, August 19, 1966, 10.  
“Rejuvenating the Old Core of the City.” The Straits Times, July 21, 1965, 1.  
“Sanitation Among Chinese.” The Straits Times, June 30, 1886, 2. 
“Sarawak Team Tours Two Housing Estates.” The Straits Times, June 9, 1971, 9.  
“Singapore and the Architects.” The Straits Times, September 15, 1958, 1.  
“Singapore Housing.” The Straits Times, August 27, 1918, 8.  
“Singapore Housing.” The Straits Times, September 2, 1918, 8. 
“Singapore Impresses Israel Minister.” The Straits Times, February 25, 1961, 9.  
“Singapore Land Development. Opening Up of Pasir Panjang.” The Straits Times, January 16, 1929, 14.  
“Singapore Plans for a 4mil. Population.” The Straits Times, May 16, 1968, 4.  
“Singapore’s Chief Planner Gets the Sack.” The Straits Times, May 9, 1973, 1.  
“Singapore’s New Suburb Thriving.” The Straits Times, December 13, 1936, 5.  




“SIT Approves $17 Million ‘Gardens’ House Plan.” The Straits Times, September 28, 1950.  
“SIT Housing Exhibition.” The Straits Times, December 31, 1950, 3.  
“60,000 More Low-cost Flats Planned for Singapore.” The Straits Times, August 27, 1965, 8.  
“64 Want Jurong Estate Sites.” The Straits Times, May 25, 1963, 5.  
“Society Has Big Responsibility to Keep Up Rapid Pace of Building Industry.” The Straits Times, 
December 13, 1971, 9.  
Soh, Tiang Keng. “Singapore in Perspective: It is Dullsville.” The Straits Times, August 11, 1970, 14.  
“Specially Built for Tenants’ Convenience.” The Straits Times, May 31, 1963, 14.  
“S’pore Is Far Ahead in Asia: Expert.” The Straits Times, September 27, 1967, 4.  
“S’pore to Become Beautiful, Clean City within Three Years: PM Announces Two-Stage Plan.” The Straits 
Times, May 12, 1967, 4.  
“S’pore Will Avoid Mistake of Big Cities, Says Raja.” The Straits Times, November 8, 1971, 17.  
“Suburb Plans Own Community Hall.” The Straits Times, September 12, 1948, 3. 
“Suicide Street Is Its New Name.” The Straits Times, April 24, 1953, 3.   
“Tailor Falls 60ft to Death from Flats.” The Straits Times, August 16, 1952, 1.  
“Takeover to Cost Govt. Millions.” The Straits Times, October 1, 1969, 1.  
“Tan Answers Attack on Housing.” The Straits Times, July 2, 1961, 5.  
Tan, Christopher. “More than 500 Homes to Make Way for Highway.” The Straits Times, November 16, 
2011, 1.  
“10,000 plan Self-Government in Tiong Bahru.” The Straits Times, August 10, 1948, 5.  
“The C.D.C. in Malaya.” The Straits Times, May 13, 1952, 6.  
“The Changing Face of Singapore.” The Straits Times, July 29, 1967, 10.  
“The ‘Decontrol’ Area Is a ‘Golden Shoe’.” The Straits Times, February 28, 1970, 6.  
“The Final Push Is Now Planned.” The Straits Times, July 23, 1965, 2.  
“The Hawker Report.” The Straits Times, November 24, 1950, 6.  
“The Health of the Nation. Building the Cities of the Future.” The Straits Times, December 9, 1929, 10.  
“The House Freeze.” The Straits Times, August 17, 1955, 6.  
“The Housing Crisis.” The Straits Times, July 5, 1958, 6.  
“The Improvement of Bombay.” The Straits Times, April 1, 1903, 2.  
“The ‘Keep Clean’ Drive a Success, Says Lim.” The Straits Times, October 28, 1968, 6.  
“The Land Acquisition Case.” The Straits Times, July 5, 1899, 2. 




“The One-Room Dream.” The Straits Times, December 7, 1960, 1.  
“The People Like Their New Park.” The Straits Times, February 3, 1970, 6.  
“The Problem: How to Get Workers to Live in Jurong.” The Straits Times, April 3, 1965, 13.  
“The Public Must Co-operate.” The Straits Times, October 1, 1968, 10.  
“The Rich-Poor Gap Narrows.” The Straits Times, April 16, 1964, 4.  
“The Rise of the New Middle Property Owning Class.” The Straits Times, February 21, 1965, 6.  
“The Samsui Kerchief.” The Straits Times, April 22, 1950, 9.  
“The Supply of Water at Singapore.” The Straits Times, November 12, 1859, 3 
“They Find Work in the Street.” The Straits Times, July 27, 1947, 3. 
“They See Singapore in 10 Minutes.” The Straits Times, November 27, 1957, 7.  
“They Wear Red for Luck.” The Straits Times, May 25, 1950, 10.  
“$30 Million GE Plan for 5 Plants in Singapore.” The Straits Times, September 30, 1970, 17.  
“Thoughts on Creating a Garden City: Letters to the Editor.” The Straits Times, January 6, 1968, 11.  
“Three Generations Must Work to Build New Malayan Nation – Goh.” The Straits Times, September 12, 
1958, 7.  
“Three Singapore Kampongs in Ruins.” The Straits Times, August 9, 1934, 12.  
“Three SIT Depts. Amalgamated.” The Straits Times, August 21, 1959, 5.  
“3,500 People Get Banking Service at Their Doorstep.” The Straits Times, August 24, 1963, 15.  
“35,800 Flats, 833 Shops Being Built by HDB.” The Straits Times, August 11, 1972, 20.  
“Tiong Bahru Planned for Local Self-Government.” The Straits Times, August 11, 1948, 8.  
“Toa Payoh Satellite Town Now Main Task of Housing Board.” The Straits Times, July 20, 1965, 4.  
“Toh Is Happy Over ‘Slums to Flats’ Acceptance.” The Straits Times, March 17, 1967, 8.  
“Topical Houses of the Future. A Vision of the City Beautiful.” The Straits Times, October 27, 1930, 6.  
“Tourist Board defends pavilion at Expo 70.” The Straits Times, May 27, 1970, 7.  
“Town Expert Sees S’pore as Centre for Expertise.” The Straits Times, December 21, 1970, 7.  
“Transforming S’pore into a ‘Garden City’.” The Straits Times, October 20, 1967, 7.  
“Trust to Discuss $13 Mil. Scheme.” The Straits Times, October 18, 1950, 7.  
“12,000 Lose Homes.” The Straits Times, February 14, 1959, 1.  
“$12 Million Housing Scheme Passed.” The Straits Times, May 20, 1950, 7.  
“2.45am – PAP Romps Home with Landslide Victory.” The Straits Times, May 21, 1959, 1.  




“‘Unity in Diversity’ Praise for Board Tenants.” The Straits Times, July 19, 1965, 6.  
“Untitled.” The Straits Times, October 6, 1934, 12.  
“Urban Renewal a ‘Must’ in Singapore.” The Straits Times, January 29, 1967, 7.  
“VIPs join ‘Keep Clean’ Drive: A Helping Hand, Some Words of Advice, Then A ‘Well Done’ Pat.” The 
Straits Times, October 14, 1968, 12.  
“Visionary Architecture Collection from U.S. Arrives in Singapore.” The Straits Times, March 10, 1963, 4.  
“Waiting Time for Low-cost Jurong Flats Cut Down.” The Straits Times, June 22, 1975, 8.  
“Why Trees Instead of Factories at Expo.” The Straits Times, May 7, 1970, 4.  
“Women Can Help to Plan Houses.” The Straits Times, December 29, 1950, 7.  
Wong, Francis. “One in Four Cannot Afford the Bare Necessities.” The Straits Times, February 2, 1956, 8.  
“Workers Are Willing but 25% Live Under the Poverty Line.” The Straits Times, February 15, 1956, 6.  
“Writers Told: Work for Singaporean Identity.” The Straits Times, April 11, 1977, 15.  
“YWCA Plans Ideal Home Exhibition.” The Straits Times, June 3, 1965, 7.  
Yong, Pow Ang. “HDB Expands Social Role.” The Straits Times, December 5, 1980, 1.   
“Public Debate on Socialism: Meeting in Singapore.” Weekly Sun, November 11, 1911, 8. 
Goldstein, Richard. "Gladly the Dymaxion Cross I'd Bear!" The Village Voice, February 1, 1973.  
 
Secondary Sources 
Journal Articles, Periodicals and Working Papers 
_____. “A Study of the Homes in Singapore.” The HK & Far Eastern Builder 8, no. 7 (November-
December 1950): 54-56.  
_____. “Biographical Notes on O.H. Koenigsberger.” Habitat International 7, no. 5-6 (1983): 7-16.  
_____. “British Architects in the Tropics.” Architectural Association Journal 69 (1953): 7-21.  
_____. “Building in the Tropics.” RIBA Journal 57 (1950): 313-91.  
_____. “Editorials.” American Journal of Public Health 44 (June 1954): 801.  
_____. “High Buildings.” Hong Kong & Far East Builder 16, no. 2 (1961): 45.  
_____. “Housing and Development Board Exhibition.” Journal of Singapore Institute of Architects 4 
(September 1961): 10-11.  
_____. Housing Conference, International Technical Cooperation Centre (ITCC) IV, no. 3 (July 1975).  
_____. “Housing: High-rise vs. Low-rise.” Progressive Architecture 57 (March 1976): whole issue.  
_____. “International Exhibition on Low Cost Housing.” The Hong Kong Builder 10, no. 4 (1953): 55-56.   




_____. “International Congress of Hygiene and Demography.” The British Medical Journal (May 2, 1891): 
992-993.  
_____. “Malayan Building.” The Builder (November 2, 1956): 781-82.  
_____. “M$17,000,000 Private Housing Estate in Singapore Will Cover 44 Acres.” Hong Kong Builder 17, 
no. 3 (1962): 62-64, 116.  
_____. “M$70,000,000 Satellite Town in Singapore will House 150,000.” Hong Kong Builder 17, no. 4 
(1962): 64-66.  
_____. “Monks Hill Flat.” The HK & Far Eastern Builder (May-June 1950): 68-69.  
_____. “Multi-storey Prefabrication Under Trial in Singapore.” Hong Kong Builder 19 (1964): 86-87.  
_____. “Our Local Affairs.” Straits Times Overland Journal (February 8, 1877): 2.  
_____. “Overseas Building.” The Builder (July 13, 1956): 83.  
_____. “Principles of Tropical Design.” Architectural Review 128 (1960): 81-3.   
_____. “Shangri-La Hotel, Singapore.” Japan Architect 48 (November 1973): 78-82. 
_____. “Singapore: Capital City for Vertical Green.” A+U Special Edition, 2012.  
_____. “Singapore Improvement Trust.” Hong Kong Builder (January-February 1950): 67.  
_____. “Singapore Improvement Trust.” The Hong Kong Builder 10 (1953): 55-56.  
_____. “Singapore Improvement Trust.” The HK & Far Eastern Builder (January-February 1950): 67.  
_____. “Singapore Improvement Trust.” The HK & Far Eastern Builder 10 (1953): 55-56.  
_____. “Sir Patrick Abercrombie.” The Town Planning Review 28, no. 1 (April 1957): 1.  
_____. “SIT.” HK Builder 9, no. 4 (1952): 59-60.  
_____. “SIT Development.” HK Builder 9, no. 1 (1951): 64.  
_____. Singapore Planning and Urban Research. SPUR 1965-67. Singapore, 1967. 
_____. Singapore Planning and Urban Research. SPUR 1968-71. Singapore, 1971.  
_____. “Social Environment and War Problems.” The British Medical Journal 1, no. 4128 (February 17, 
1940): 269.  
_____. “Town Planning in Malaya.” Journal of the Town Planning Institute 12, no. 1 (1925): 10-12.  
_____. “The Architects Ordinance 1941 of the Straits Settlements.” Hong Kong and Far East Builder 
(September-October 1949): 67-68, 74-79.  
_____.  The Architectural Review CLXIII, no. 976 (June 1978): entire issue.  
_____. “The Building Research Station: Its Origin, Work and Scope.” Journal of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects 43 (1936): 789-802.  
_____. “The Calcutta Improvement Trust.” Garden Cities & Town Planning, incorporating the Housing 




_____.  “The London County Council and Open Spaces.” The British Medical Journal 1, no. 1464 
(January 19, 1989): 145.  
_____.  “Town Planning and Improvement in Singapore: The Problem.” Journal of the Singapore Society 
of Architects Incorporated 1, no. 4 (1929): 18-19.  
_____. “Tropical Architecture, Conference at University College London.” The Builder 184 (April 10, 1953): 
558-60.  
Abercrombie, Patrick. “Town Planning Literature: A Brief Summary of Its Present Extent.” Town Planning 
Review 6, no. 2 (1915): 77-100.  
Adshead, Stanley D. “Camillo Sitte and Le Corbusier.” The Town Planning Review 14, no. 2 (Nov. 1930): 
85-94.  
Atkinson, Anthony. “British Architects in the Tropics.” AAJ (June 1953): 7-21.  
Bae Gyoon-Park. “Where Do Tigers Sleep at Night? The State’s Role in Housing Policy in South Korea 
and Singapore.” Economic Geography 74, no. 3 (July 1998): 272-288. 
Beckett, H.E. “Population Density and the Heights of Buildings.” Illuminating Engineering Society 
Transcations 7, no. 7 (July 1942): 75-80.  
Blythe, W.L. “Historical Sketch of Chinese Labor in Malaya.” Journal of the Malayan Branch of the Royal 
Asiatic Society 20, no. 1 (1947).  
Bradbury, R. “The Technique of Municipal Housing in England.” The Town & Planning Review 22, no. 1 
(April 1951): 45-71.  
Brigg, Morgan. “Post-development, Foucault, and the Colonisation Metaphor.” Third World Quarterly 23, 
no. 3 (June 2002): 421-36.   
Bristow, Michael R. “Early Town Planning in British Southeast Asia: 1910-1939.” Planning Perspectives 
15, no. 2 (2000): 139-60.   
Brodie, Mabel. “The Health of Women and Children in Malaya.” The Journal of the Royal Society for the 
Promotion of Health 58 (1937): 305-24.  
Brown, D. “Globalization, Ethnicity and the Nation-State: The Case of Singapore.” Australian Journal of 
International Affairs 52, no. 1 (April 1998): 35-46.  
Brundle, K.A. “P.W.D. Housing: Some Comparative Notes & Diagrams on the Planning of Pre-War and 
Post-War Quarters Built by the Public Works Department, Singapore.” The Quarterly Journal of 
Institute of Architects in Malaya 1, no. 2 (1951): 17-35.  
Cangi, C.M. “Civilizing the People of South-east Asia: Sir Stamford Raffles’ Town Plan for Singapore, 
1819-1923.” Planning Perspectives 8, no. 2 (1993): 166-87.  
Chan, Heng Chee and Hans-Dieter Evers. “National Identity and Nation Building in Southeast Asia.” 
Working Papers no. 6. Singapore: Department of Sociology, NUS, 1972.  
Chang, David W. “Nation-Building in Singapore.” Asian Survey 8, no. 9 (September, 1968): 761-73.  
Choe, Alan F.C. “Some Aspects of Urban Renewal in Singapore.” Magazine for World Assembly of 
Youths (WAY) Asian Regional Seminar on Urbanization (1967): 30-45. 
_____. “Urban Planning with Special Emphasis on Urban Renewal in Singapore.” Planews: Newsletter of 




_____. “Urban Renewal in Singapore.” Bandar 1 (October 1969): 12-17.  
Chua Beng-Huat. “Maintaining Housing Values under the Condition of Universal Home Ownership.” 
Housing Studies 18, no. 5 (September 2003): 765-80.  
_____. “Modernism and the Vernacular: Transformation of Public Spaces and Social Life in Singapore.” 
Journal of Architectural and Planning Research 8, no. 3 (Autumn 1991): 203-21.  
_____. “Not Depoliticized but Ideologically Successful: The Public Housing Programme in Singapore.” 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 15, no. 1 (March 1991): 24-41.  
_____. “Private Ownership of Public Housing in Singapore.” Working Paper no. 63, April 1996. Perth, WA: 
Asia Research Centre, Murdoch University.  
_____. “Public Housing Policies Compared: U.S., Socialist Countries and Singapore.” Paper presented at 
the 83rd Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association, Atlanta, Georgia, USA, 
Aug.24-28, 1988. Working Papers, no. 94. Singapore: Department of Sociology, NUS, 1988.  
_____. “Public Housing Residents as Clients of the State.” Housing Studies 15, no. 1 (2000): 45-60. 
_____. “Race Relations and Public Housing Policy in Singapore.” Journal of Architectural and Planning 
Research 8, no. 4 (1991): 343-54.  
_____. “That Imagined Space: Nostalgia for Kampong in Singapore.” Working Papers, Singapore: 
Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore, 1994.  
Crane, Jacob L. and Edward T. Paxton. “The World-Wide Housing Problem.” The Town & Planning 
Review 22, no.14 (April 1951): 16-43.  
Crinson, Mark. “Singapore’s Moment: Critical Regionalism, Its Colonial Roots and Profound Aftermath.” 
The Journal of Architecture 13, no. 5 (2008): 585-605.  
Cross, Kenneth. “Architects of Malaya.” The Builder (April 5, 1957): 628.  
Crouch, Winston W. and Richard Bigger. “Metropolitan Decentralization: Britain's New Towns Program.” 
The Western Political Quarterly 3, no. 2 (June 1950): 244-61.  
Deleuze, Gilles. “Postscript on Control Societies.” October 59 (Winter 1992): 3-7. 
Dirlik, Arif. “Chinese History and the Question of Orientalism,” History and Theory 35, no. 4 (1996): 96-
118.  
Dobby, E.H.G. “Singapore: Town and Country.” Geography Review 30 (1940): 84-109.  
Field, Brian. “Public Housing in Singapore.” Land Use Policy 4, no. 2 (April 1987): 147-56.  
Frampton, Kenneth. “Avant-Garde and Continuity.” Architectural Design 7/8 (1982): 20-27. 
_____. “Des vicissitudes de l'idéologie.” In Team 10 pus 20, eds. Brian Brace Taylor. Architecture 
d’auhourd’hui 177 (Jan 1975): 62-64.  
_____. “Prospects for a Critical Regionalism.” Perspecta (1983): 147-62.   
_____. “The Evolution of Housing Concepts, 1870-1970.” Architecture and Urbanism 82, no. 9 
(September 1977): 31-36.  
_____. “The Present Situation: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance.” Architecture and Urbanism  




Fraser, James M. “The Work of the Singapore Improvement Trust.” Town Planning Institute Journal 43 
(July-August 1957): 190-96.  
_____. “Town Planning and Housing in Singapore.” Town Planning Review 23, no. 1 (April 1952): 5-25.  
Fraser, James M., and Lincoln Page. “Singapore Improvement Trust, 1950 Programme: Two Blocks of 
Flats and Shops Tiong Bahru Road, Singapore.” The Quarterly Journal of Institute of Architects of 
Malaya 1, no. 2 (1951): 37-42.  
Fraser, N. “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to Actually Existing Democracy.” Social Text 
25/26 (1990): 116.  
Freedman, Maurice. “Colonial Law and Chinese Society.” The Journal of Royal Anthropological Institute 
of Great Britain and Ireland 80, no. 1/2  (1950): 97 
Fry, Maxwell, and Jane Drew. Tropical Architecture in the Dry and Humid Zones. London: Batsford; New 
York: Reinhold Publishing, 1964.   
Gardner-Medwin, Robert. “United Nations and Resettlement in the Far East.” The Town Planning Review 
22, no. 4 (January 1952): 283-98.  
Gibson, William. “Disneyland with the Death Penalty.” Wired 1, no. 04 (September-October 1993): 51-
55,114-115, http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/1.04/gibson.html.  
Goh, Lee E. “Planning That Works: Housing Policy and Economic Development in Singapore.” Journal of 
Planning Education and Research 7, no. 3 (1988): 147-62.  
Gold, John R. “The MARS Plans for London, 1933-1942: Plurality and Experimentation in the City Plans 
of the Early British Modern Movement.” The Town Planning Review 66, no. 3 (July, 1995): 243-67. 
Goodsell, C.T. “The Concept of Public Space and Its Democratic Manifestations.” The American Review 
of Public Administration 33 (2003): 361-83.  
Grice, Kevin and David Drakakis-Smith. “The Role of the State in Shaping Development: Two Decades of 
Growth in Singapore.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, New Series 10, no. 3 
(1985): 347-359.  
Gruen, Victor. “Cityscape and Landscape.” Arts and Architecture (September 1955): 18-19, 36-37.  
Habermas, Jürgen. “The public Sphere: An Encyclopedia article.” New German Critique 3 (Autumn 1974): 
49-55. Reprinted in Democracy: A Reader, edited by R. Blaug and J. Schwwarzmantel, 509-14. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2000.  
Harwood, Elain. “Post-War Landscape and Public Housing.” Garden History 28, no. 1 (Summer 2000): 
102-16.  
Hazareesigh, Sandip. “Colonial Modernism and the Flawed Paradigms of Urban Renewal: Uneven 
Development in Bombay, 1900-25.” Urban History 28, no. 2 (2001): 235-55.  
Healey, Patsy and Tim Shaw. “Changing Meanings of 'Environment' in the British Planning System.”  
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, New Series 19, no. 4 (1994): 425-38.  
Hebbert, Michael. “A City in Good Shape: Town Planning and Public Health.” The Town Planning Review 
70, no. 4 (October 1999): 433-53. 
_____. “A City in Good Shape: Town Planning and Public Health.” The Town Planning Review 70, no. 4 




Holford, William G. “The Planning Schools: 2. University College, London.” The Town Planning Review 20, 
no. 3 (October 1949): 283-87.  
Holston, James and Arjun Appadurai. “Cities and Citizenship.” Public Culture 8 (1996): 187-204.  
Jackson, Anthony. “The Politics of Architecture: English Architecture 1929-1951.” Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians 24, no. 1 (March 1965): 97-107 
Jensen, Rolf. “Planning, Urban Renewal, and Housing in Singapore.” The Town Planning Review 38, no. 
2 (July 1967): 115-31.  
Koenigsberger, Otto H. “The Role of the British Architect in the Tropics,” Architectural Design 24: Special 
Issue on Tropical Architecture by British Architects, Part 2 (1954): 1.  
Korn, Arthur, Maxwell Fry, and Dennis Sharp. “The M.A.R.S. Plan for London.” Perspecta 13/14 (1971): 
163-73. 
Layton, E. “The Economics of Housing.” The Town & Planning Review 22, no. 1 (April 1951): 5-15.  
Lee, Benjamin. “Peoples and Publics.” Public Culture 10, no. 2 (1998): 371-94.  
Lim Chong Yah & Tay Boon Nga. “Shelter for the Poor: Housing Policy in Singapore.” Asian Development 
Review 8, no. 1 (1990): 90-110.  
Lim, William S.W. “A Case for Low-rise High-density Living in Singapore.” Working papers, University of 
Singapore. Dept. of Sociology, no. 67. Singapore: Chopman Enterprises, 1979.  
_____. “A Tale of the Unexpected: The Singapore Housing Experience.” Habitat International 12, no. 2 
(1988): 27-34.  
_____. “Leisure: Right, Value and Priority.” 87-90. SPUR 68-71. Singapore: SPUR, 1971.  
_____. “Public Housing and Community Development: The Singapore Experience.” MIMAR 7 (January – 
March 1983): 20-34.  
_____. “The City Core – Heart of the Metropolis.” 37-42. SPUR 68-71. Singapore: Eurasia, 1971.  
_____. “The Singapore Improvement Trust.” Journal of Singapore Institute of Architects 4 (Sep. 1961): 58.  
Lim, William S.W. and A.F. Rutter. “‘Undertones’: Reflections on the 1955 I.U.A.” AAJ (1954): 107-08.  
Lim, William S.W. and Philip Motha. “Land Policy in Singapore.” Habitat International 4, no. 4-6 (1980): 
499-504.  
Loh, Kah Seng, “’Black Areas’: The Urban Kampongs and Power Relations in Post-war Singapore 
Historiography.” Asia Research Center Working Paper No. 137 (September 2006).  
_____. “Dangerous Migrants: The Representations and Relocatioin of Urban Kampong Dwellers in 
Postwar Singapore.” Asia Research Centre Working Paper No. 40 (February 2007).  
Maki, Fumihiko. “Fragmentation and Friction as Urban Threats: The Post-1956 City.” Harvard Design 
Magazine – The Origins and Evolution of Urban Design (Spring/Summer 2006): 46.  
Mandler, Peter. “Politics and the English Landscape since the First World War.” Huntington Library 
Quarterly 55, no. 3, Symposium: “An English Arcadia: Landscape and Architecture in Britain and 
America” (Summer 1992): 459-76. 
Martin, Reinhold. “Critical of What? Toward a Utopian Realism.” Harvard Design Magazine 22 (Spring-




Matless, David. “Ages of English Design: Preservation, Modernism and Tales of Their History, 1926-19.”  
Journal of Design History 3, no. 4 (1990): 203-12. 
Mennel, Timothy. “Victor Gruen and the Construction of Cold War Utopias.” Journal of Planning History 3, 
no. 2 (May 2004): 116-50.  
Mumford, Lewis. “Garden Cities and the Metropolis: A Reply.” The Journal of Land & Public Utility 
Economics 22, no. 1 (February 1946): 66-69. 
Murdoch, Jonathan and Philip Lowe. “The Preservationist Paradox: Modernism, Environmentalism and 
the Politics of Spatial Division.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, New Series 
28, no. 3 (September 2003): 318-32. 
Nagashima, Koichi, ed. “Contemporary Asian Architecture: Works of APAC Members.” Process 
Architecture 20 (Tokyo, 1980): entire issue.  
Neuman, Eva-Marie. “Architectural Proportion in Britain 1945-57,” Architectural History 39 (1996): 197-
221.  
Neville, Warwick. “Singapore: Ethnic Diversity and Its Implications.” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 56, no. 2 (June 1966): 236-53. 
Ong, Aihwa. “Graduated Sovereignty in South-East Asia.” Theory, Culture & Society 17 (2000): 55-75.  
Ooi, Geok Ling. “Public Housing Estates in Singapore: the New Spatial Order.” Solidarity 131/132 
(July/December 1991): 123-34.  
_____. Town Councils in Singapore: Self-Determination for Public Housing Estates, IPS occasional paper, 
no. 4. Singapore: Institute of Policy Studies; Times Academic Press, 1990. 
Page, Lincoln. “Singapore.” Architectural Review 128 (1960): 65-70.  
_____. “Singapore Improvement Trust Development.” Hong Kong & Far East Builder 9, no. 2 (May-June 
1951): 64.  
Pepper, Simon, ed. “The Garden City.” The Architectural Review 163, no. 976 (June 1978): entire issue. 
Posener, Julius. “Malaya.” Architectural Review 128 (1960): 59-64.  
Prescott, Jon A. “Formal Values and High Buildings.” In Symposium on the Design of High Buildings: 
Proceedings of a Meeting Held in September 1961 as part of the Golden Jubilee Congress of the 
University of Hong Kong. Ed. Sean Mackey. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1962.  
Pugh, Cedric. “Housing and Development in Singapore.” Contemporary Southeast Asia 6, no.4 (1985): 
275-305.  
_____. “Housing in Singapore: The Effective Ways of the Unorthodox.” Environment and Behavior 19, no. 
3 (1987): 311-330.  
_____. “Poverty and Progress? Reflections on Housing and Urban Policies in Developing Countries, 
1976-1996.” Urban Studies 34, no. 10 (1997): 1547-95. 
Riaz, Hassan. “Social Status and Bureaucratic Contacts among the Public Housing Tenants in 
Singapore.” Occasional paper (Institute of Southeast Asian Studies), no. 10 (1972). 
_____. “Symptoms and Syndromes of the Developmental Process in Singapore.” Working papers, Dept. 




Rodríguez-Bachiller, Agustín. “British Town Planning Education: A Comparative Perspective.” The Town 
Planning Review 62, no. 4 (October 1991): 431-45.  
Rodwin, Lloyd. “Garden Cities and the Metropolis.” The Journal of Land & Public Utility Economics 21, no. 
3 (August 1945): 268-81.  
Schaaf, C. Hart. “The United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East.” International 
Organization 7, no. 4 (November 1953): 463-81.   
Seng, Eunice. “The Podium, the Tower and the 'People': The Private Development of a Public Complex, 
c.1965-1970.” Proceedings of the 30th Annual SAHANZ Conference, Gold Coast, Australia, July 
2-5, 219-32. 
_____. "Utopia or Euphoria? Six Sites of Resistance in Disneyland & Singapore." Journal of the  
International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments 16, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 39-57. 
Shankland, Graeme. “Solving the Housing Problem: True or False Solution?” The Town & Planning 
Review 22, no. 4 (January 1952): 320-44.  
Siddique, Sharon. “Culture and Identity in the Public Housing Environment.” Solidarity, 131/132 
(July/December 1991): 1113-22.  
Simpson, William J. “Discussion on Sanitation of Villages and Small Towns.” The British Medical Journal 
(November 11, 1911): 1273-76. 
Spence, J. McKay. “The New Role of the Architect in the Tropics.” AAJ (July-August 1955): 56-60. 
Stephenson, Gordon. “The Planning Schools. 7. The University of Liverpool.” The Town Planning Review 
22, no. 1 (April 1951): 84-7. 
_____. “Town Planning Design: Contemporary Problem of Civic Design.” The Town Planning Review 20, 
no. 2 (July 1949): 125-43. 
Stockdale, Frank, Robert Gardner-Medwin, and S.M. de Syllas. “Recent Planning Developments in the 
Colonies.” RIBA Journal 55 (1948): 140-8.  
Tan, Kok Meng. “After Tabula Rasa: Nodal City Singapore.” Lotus International 108 (2001): 21-29.  
Tay Kheng Soon. “Environment and Nation Building.” Symposium on Environment and the Citizen, 
organized by the Democratic Socialist Club, University of Singapore, September 1967, SPUR 
1965-67, 43-48.  
_____. “Interview with Philip Bay and Architecture Students from NUS on SPUR.” Transcribed by Dinesh 




_____. “SPUR: Learning about the City – Emotional and Intellectual Identification with the Place.” January 
01, 2010. http://www.rubanisation.org/index.php?option=com_content&view+article&id=286.  
_____. “Neo-Tropicality or Neo-Colonialism?” Singapore Architect 211 (2001): 21.  
Taylor, Brian Brace, ed. Team 10 plus 20. Architecture d’auhourd’hui 177 (January 1975): 1-66.  




Teo Siew Eng. “Planning Principles in Pre- and Post-independence Singapore.” Town Planning Review 
63, no. 2 (April 1992): 163-85.  
Thomas, David. “London’s Green Belt: The Evolution of an Idea.” The Geographical Journal 129, no. 1 
(March 1963): 14-24 
Tilman, Robert O. and Jo. H. “Malaysia and Singapore, 1976: A Year of Challenge, A Year of Change.” 
Asian Survey 17, no. 2 (February 1977): 143-154. 
Tu, Yong. “Public Homeownership, Housing Finance and Socio-economic Development in Singapore.” 
Review of Urban & Regional Development Studies 11, no. 2 (July 1999): 100-13.  
Turnbull, Christine M. “British Planning for Post-war Malaya.” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 5, no. 2 
(September 1974): 239-54. 
Tyrwhitt, Jaqueline. “The Core and the City.” Architects’ Yearbook 5 (1953): 39-48. 
_____. “Town Planning Notions – Some Rethinking.” Talk with SPUR members (January 1971). In SPUR 
68-71. Singapore: Eurasia, 1971.  
Uduk, Ola. “Modernist Architecture and ‘The Tropical’ in West Africa: The Tropical Architecture Movement 
in West Africa, 1948-1970.” Habitat International 30, no. 3 (September 2006): 396-411.  
Wan, Fook Kee. “Studies in Family Planning.” East Asia Review 3, no. 7 (July 1972): 143- 45. 
Wang, L.H. and Anthony G.O. Yeh. “Public Housing-led New Town Development: Hong Kong and 
Singapore.” Third World Planning Review 9, no. 1 (1987): 41-63.  
Western, J.S., P.D. Weldon and Tan Tsu Huang. “Poverty, Urban Renewal, and Public Housing in 
Singapore.” Environment and Planning 5, no. 5 (1973): 589-99.  
Widdodo, Johannes. “Modernism in Singapore.” DoCoMoMo Journal 29 (September 2003): 54-60.  
Yeh, Stephen H.K. “Housing Conditions and Housing Needs in Singapore.” Malayan Economic Review 
14, no. 2 (1974): 47-71.  
Yeh, Stephen H.K. and Pang Eng Fong. “Housing, Employment and National Development: The 
Singapore Experience.” Asia 31 (1973): 8-31.  
Yeoh, Brenda S.A. “From Colonial Neglect to Post-Independence Heritage: The Housing Landscape in 
the Central Area of Singapore.” City & Society 12, no. 1 (2000): 103-24.   
Yeung, Yue-man. “Viability of the Neighbourhood Unit in Singapore’s Public Housing Estates.” Bandar 2 
(1970): 11-19.  
Yeung, Yue-man and David Drakakis-Smith. “Comparative Perspectives on Public Housing in Singapore 
and Hong Kong.” Asian Survey 14, no. 8 (August 1974): 763-775.  
Yoshida, Nobuyuki. “Singapore, Capital City for Vertical Green.” A+U (2012): entire issue.  
Yuen, Belinda. “Public Housing-led Recreation Development in Singapore.” Habitat International 19, no. 3 
(1995): 239-52.  
_____. “Romancing the High-rise in Singapore.” Cities 22, no. 1 (2005): 3-13.  
Žižek, Slavoj. “Multiculturalism, or the Cultural Logic of Multination Capitalism.” New Left Review 1, no. 





Books and Book Chapters 
Abercrombie, Patrick. Town and Country Planning. London: Thornton Butterworth, 1933.  
Abrams, Charles. Housing in the Modern World. London: Faber & Faber, 1964.  
Alexander, Christopher and Serge Chermayeff. Community and Privacy. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1963.  
Aljunied, Syed Muhd Khairudin. “Beyond the Rhetoric of Communalism: Violence and Process of 
Reconciliation in 1950s Singapore.” In Reframing Singapore: Memory-Identity-Trans-Regionalism, 
edited by Derek Heng and Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, 69-88. Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2009.  
AlSayyad, Nezar. “Culture, Identity and Urbanism: A Historical Perspective from Colonialism and 
Globalization.” In Colonial Modern: Aesthetics of the Past, Rebellions of the Future, edited by 
Tom Avermaete, Serhat Karakayali and Marion von Osten, 77-87. London: Blackdog Publishing, 
2010.  
_____, ed. Consuming Tradition. Manufacturing Heritage: Global Norms and Urban Forms in the Age of 
Tourism. New York: Routledge, 2001. 
_____, ed. Hybrid Urbanism: On the Identity Discourse and the Built Environment. Westport: Praeger, 
2001.  
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. London; New York: Verso, 1991 [1983]. 
Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996.  
Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971 [1958].  
Attiwill, Kenneth. The Singapore Story. London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 1959.  
Auger, Timothy. Living in a Garden: The Greening of Singapore. Singapore: Editions Didier Millet (for 
National Parks), 2013.  
Barr, Michael D., and Carl A. Troki, eds. Paths Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-War Singapore. 
Singapore: NUS Press, 2008.  
Baratham, Gopal. The City of Forgetting: The Collected Stories of Gopal Baratham. Edited by Ban Kah 
Choon. Singapore: Times Books International, 2001. 
Bayer, Herbert, Walter Gropius, and Ise Gropius, eds. Bauhaus 1919-1928. New York: MOMA, 1990 
[1938].  
Beamish, Jane, and Jane Ferguson. A History of Singapore Architecture: The Making of a City. 
Singapore: G. Brash, 1985.  
Beattie, Susan. A Revolution in London Housing: LCC Housing Architects and their Work, 1893-1914. 
London: The Architectural Press, 1970.  
Bedlington, S. “The Singapore Malay Community: The Politics of State Integration.” PhD diss., Cornell 
University, 1974.  




Berman, Marshall. All That Is Solid Melts in the Air: The Experience of Modernity. New York: Penguin 
Books, 1988 [1982].  
Betts, Russell Henry, “Multiracialism, Meritocracy and the Malays of Singapore.” PhD diss., MIT, 1975.  
Bhabha, Homi. The Location of Culture. London: Routledge, 1994.  
Blackham, Robert J. Tropical Hygiene for Residents in the Tropical and Sub-Tropical Climates. Calcutta 
and Simla: Thacker, Spink and Co., 1915.  
Blacklock, D.B. An Empire Problem: The House and Village in the Tropics. London: Hodder & Stoughton 
Ltd., 1932.  
Boardman, Philip. The Worlds of Patrick Geddes. London: Routledge, 1978.  
Braddell, Roland St. John. The Law of the Straits Settlements: A Commentary. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford 
University Press, 1982 [1915].  
Bratt, Rachel G., Chester Hartman and Ann Meyerson, eds. Critical Perspectives on Housing. PA: 
Temple University Press, 1986.  
Brill, M. “Transformation, Nostalgia, and Illusion in Public Life and Public Place.” In Public places and 
spaces, edited by I. Altman and E.H. Zube, 7-29. New York: Plenum, 1989.  
Broadbent, G., and Ward, A., eds. Design Methods in Architecture. London: Lundphries, 1969.  
Brockway, Lucile H. Science and Colonial Epansion: The Role of the British Royal Botanic Gardens. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002.  
Buchanan, Iain. Singapore in South East Asia: An Economic and Political Appraisal. London: Bell, 1972.  
Buckley, Charles Burton. Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore: From the Foundation of the 
Settlement under the Honourable East India Company on February 6th, 1819 to the Transfer to 
the Colonial Office as Part of the Colonial Possession s of the Crown on April 1st, 1867. New ed. 
Singapore: Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Oxford University Press, 1923.  
Buder, Stanley. Visionaries and Planners: The Garden City Movement and the Modern Community. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990.  
Building Research Station. The Building Research Station: Its History, Organization and Work. Garston, 
Watford: BRS, 1954.  
Burnett, John. A Social History of Housing. London: Routledge, 1990.  
Cannadine, David. Ornamentalism: How the British Saw their Empire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007.  
Cannadine, David. “The Context, Performance and Meaning of Ritual: The British Monarchy and the 
‘Invention of Tradition’ c.1982-1977.” In The Invention of Tradition, edited by Eric Hobsbawn and 
Terence Ranger. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.  
Castells, M. The Rise of the Network Society. Oxford: Blackwell, 2000.  
Castells, M., L. Goh, and R. Y.-W Kwok. The Shek Kip Mei Syndrome: Economic Development and 
Public Housing in Hong Kong and Singapore. London: Pion, 1990. 
Castree, Noel, and Bruce Braun, eds. Social Nature: Theory, Practice, and Politics. Malden, MA: 




Chadwick, George F. The Park and the Town. New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1966.  
Chakrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000.  
Chan, Heng Chee. The Dynamics of One Party Dominance. Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1976.  
Chang, Jiat Hwee. “‘Tropicalizing’ Planning: Sanitation, Housing, and Technologies of Improvement in 
Colonial Singapore, 1907-42.” In Imperial Contagions: Medicine, Hygiene, and Cultures of 
Planning in Asia, 1880-1949, edited by Robert Peckham and David Pomfret, 37-59. Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong University Press, 2013.  
Chang, Jiat Hwee. “A Genealogy of Tropical Architecture: Singapore in the British (Post)colonial Networks 
of nature, Technoscience and Governmentality, 1830s to 1960s.” PhD diss., University of 
California, Berkeley, 2009. 
Chatterjee, Partha. The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1993.  
_____. Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2001 [1986].  
Chen, L.K. “Wind-stress Analysis of Tall Buildings by Method of Equivalent Stiffness.” In Symposium on 
the Design of High Buildings: Proceedings of a meeting held in September 1961 as part of the 
Golden Jubilee Congress of the University of Hong Kong, edited by Sean Mackey, 165-91. Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1962.  
Choay, François. The Modern City: Planning in the 19th Century. New York: George Braziller, 1969.  
Choe, Alan F.C. “A Re-vitalized Central Area.” In A New Environment for Singapore, edited by J.F. 
Conceicao. Singapore: Adult Education Board, 1969.  
_____. “Public Housing, Urban Renewal and Transformation of the environment.” In Towards Tomorrow: 
Essays on Development and Social Transformation in Singapore. Singapore: National Trade 
Union Congress, 1973.  
Choi, C.Y., and Y.K Chan. “Housing Development and Housing Policy in Hong Kong.” In Hong Kong: 
Economic, Social and Political Studies in Development, edited by T.B. Lin et al., 183-202. 
Folkestone: Dawson, 1979.  
Choo, Eng Hong. The Housing and Development Board: Its Organizations and Functions. Academic 
Exercise, Department of Government and Public Administration, Faculty of Arts, Nanyang 
University, 1972.  
Chua Beng-Huat. “Culture, Multi-racialism and National Identity in Singapore.” Working Paper 125. 
Singapore: Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore, 1991.  
_____. “Emerging Issues in Developmental Welfarism in Singapore.” In The Crisis of Welfare in East Asia, 
edited by James Lee and Kam-wah Chan, 27-42. Lanham, MD.: Lexington Books, 2007.  
_____. Designed for Living: Public Housing Architecture in Singapore. Singapore: HDB, 1985.  
_____. “Not Depoliticized but Ideologically Successful: The Public Housing Program.” In Communitarian 
Ideology and Democracy in Singapore, 124-46. London and New York: Routledge, 1995. 





Chua, Beng-Huat, and Norman Edwards, eds. Public Space: Design, Use and Management. Singapore: 
Singapore University Press, National University of Singapore, 1992.  
Chui Kwei-Chiang. “Political Attitudes and Organizations, c.1900-1941.” In A History of Singapore, edited 
by Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee. Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991.  
Clammer, John. Singapore: Ideology, Society, Culture. Singapore: Chopmen Publishers, 1985.  
Clancey, Gregory. “Toward a Spatial History of Emergency: Notes from Singapore.” In Beyond 
Description: Singapore Spaces Historicity, edited by Ryan Bishop, John Philips and Yeo Wei-Wei, 
30-59. London; New York: Routledge, 2004.  
Coleman, A. Utopia on Trial: Vision and Reality in Planned Housing. London: Hilary Shipman, 1985.  
Collins, George R. and Christiane Crasemann Collins. Camillo Sitte: The Birth of Modern City Planning. 
London: Phaidon Press; New York: Random House, 1965.  
Collins, Peter. Changing Ideals in Modern Architecture, 1750-1950. Montreal: McGill University Press, 
1967.  
Colombo Plan Bureau. The Colombo Plan Story: 10 Years of Progress, 1951-1961. Colombo: The 
Colombo Plan Bureau, 1961.  
Colquhoun, Alan. “From Le Corbusier to Megastructures: Urban Visions 1930-65.” In Modern Architecture, 
209-30. London: Oxford University Press, 2002.  
Colquhoun, Ian. RIBA Book of British Housing: 1900 to the Present Day. Oxford: Architectural Press, 
2008.  
Conference on Tropical Architecture 1953: A Report of the Proceedings of the Conference Held at 
University College, London, March 1953. London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1953.  
Crinson, Mark. Modern Architecture and the End of Empire. Aldershot and Burlington, VT.: Ashgate, 2003.  
Dale, Ole Johan. Urban Planning in Singapore: The Transformation of a City. London: Oxford University 
Press, 1999.  
Dean, Mitchell. Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society. London: Sage, 1999.  
De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life, translated by Steven Randall. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1984.  
Department of Economic and Social Affairs. The Role of Housing in Promoting Social Integration. New 
York: United Nations, 1978.  
Department of the Environment. Homes for Today & Tomorrow. London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1961.  
Dirlik, Arif. The Postcolonial Aura: Third World Criticism in the Age of Global Capitalism. Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press, 1998. 
Doxiadis, C.A. Ekistics: An Introduction to the Science of Human Settlements. New York: Oxford UP, 
1963.  





_____. High Society: Housing Provision in Hong Kong, 1954-1979. A Jubilee Critique. Hong Kong: Center 
of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong, 1979. 
Drakakis-Smith, D.W., and Y.M. Yeung. “Public Housing in the City-states of Hong Kong and Singapore.” 
Occasional Paper No. 8.  Development Studies Center, Australian National University, Canberra, 
1977. Also in Urban Planning Practice in Developing Countries, edited by J.L. Taylor and D.G. 
William, 17-38. Oxford: Pergammon Press, 1982.   
Dwyer, D.J. People and Housing in Third World Cities: Perspectives on the Problem of Spontaneous 
Settlements. London: Longman, 1979.  
Edwards, Norman. The Singapore House and Residential Life 1819-1939. Singapore: Oxford University 
Press, 1990.  
Edwards, Norman and Peter Keys. Singapore – A Guide to Buildings, Streets, Places. Singapore: Times 
Books International, 1996.  
Escobar, Arturo. Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995.  
Evans, Robin. Translation from Drawing to Building and other Essays, 70-79. London: Architectural 
Association, 1997.  
Ferguson, James. “Anthropology and Its Evil Twin: ‘Development’ in the Constitution of a Discipline.” In 
International Development and the Social Sciences: Essays on the History and Politics of 
Knowledge, edited by Frederick Cooper and Randal M. Packard, 150-75. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997.  
Fernandez, Warren. Our Homes: 50 Years of Housing a Nation. Singapore: Straits Times Press for HDB, 
2011.  
Firley, Eric and Caroline Stahl. “Chinese Shophouse.” In The Urban Housing Handbook, 94-101. West 
Sussex: Wiley and Sons, 2009. 
Forty, Adrian. Words and Buildings: A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture. London: Thames & Hudson, 
2000.  
Foucault, Michel. “Afterword: The Subject and Power.” In Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics, edited by Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, 208-26. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983.  
_____. “Governmentality.” In The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, edited by Michel Foucault, 
Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller, 87-104. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991.  
_____. Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College De France, 1977-78, edited by Michel 
Senellart, François Ewald, and Alessandro Fontana, and translated by Graham Burchell. 
Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. 
_____. “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France 1975-1976, edited by Mauro 
Bertani and Alessandro Fontana and translated by David Macey. New York: Picador: 1997.  
Foucault, Michel, Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller. The Foucault Effect: Studies in 
Governmentality. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.  
Foucault, Michel. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews & Other Writings 1972-1977, edited by Colin 




Frampton, Kenneth. “The Generic Street as a Continuous Built Form.” In On Streets, edited by Stanford 
Anderson, 308-337. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991.  
_____. Modern Architecture: A Critical History. London: Thames & Hudson, 2007 [1980].  
_____. “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance.” In The Anti-
Aesthetic Essays on Post-Modern Culture, edited by Hal Foster, 16-30. Port Townsend: Bay 
Press, 1983.  
Freedman, Maurice. The Study of Chinese Society: Essays by Maurice Freedman, edited by G. William 
Skinner. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1979.  
Gale, Stanley. Modern Housing Estates: A Practical Guide to their Planning, Design and Development for 
the Use of Town Planners, Architects, Surveyors, Engineers, Municipal Officials, Builders and 
Others Interested in the Technical and Legal Aspects of the Subject. London and New York: B.T. 
Batsford Ltd., 1949.  
Gamer, Robert. The Politics of Urban Development in Singapore. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972.  
Geddes, Patrick. Cities in Evolution. London: Norgate, 1949 [1915].  
_____. “Open Spaces and Trees.” In Patrick Geddes in India, edited by Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, 84-85. 
London: Lund Humphries, 1947.  
George, T.J.S. Lee Kuan Yew’s Singapore. Singapore: Eastern University Press, 1984.  
Ghosh, Birendranath, and Jahar Lal Das. A Treatise on Hygiene and Public Health, with Special 
Reference to the Tropics. 2nd ed. Calcutta: Hilton and Co. 1914.  
Gibbon, Sir G., and R.W. Bell. History of the London County Council, 1889-1939. London: Macmillan, 
1939.  
Giedion, Sigfried. Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1967 [1954].  
Gold, John R. The Experience of Modernism: Modern Architects and the Future City: 1928-1953. London: 
E&FN Spon, 1997.  
_____. The Practice of Modernism: Modern Architects and Urban Transformation, 1954-1972. London; 
New York: Routledge, 2007.  
Gottman, Jean. Megalopolis: The Northeastern Seaboard of the United States. New York: Twentieth 
Century Fund, 1961.  
Gouldner, Alvin W. The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology. New York; London: Basic Books, Inc., 1970.  
Greater London County Council. Home Sweet Home: Housing Design by the London County Council and 
Greater London Council Architects 1888-1975. London: Academic Editions, 1976.  
Gregory, W.G. “Thoughts on the Architecture of High Buildings.” In Symposium on the Design of High 
Buildings: Proceedings of a meeting held in September 1961 as part of the Golden Jubilee 
Congress of the University of Hong Kong, edited by Sean Mackey. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1962.  
Gropius, Walter. “Rational Building.” Third International Congress for Modern Architecture, Bruxelles, 





Gruen, Victor. “Cityscape and Landscape.” In Architecture Culture 1943-1968, edited by Joan Ockman 
and Ed Eigen, 193. New York: Rizzoli, 1993.  
_____. The Heart of Our Cities: The Urban Crisis: Diagnosis and Cure. New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1964. 
Gutman, Robert, ed. People and Buildings. New York: Basic Books, 1972.  
Ha, Seong Kyu, ed. Housing in Asia. Andover: Croom Helm, 1987.  
Habermas, Jürgen. Toward a Rational Society: Student Protest, Science, and Politics. Translated by 
Jeremy J. Shapiro. Boston: Beacon Press, 1970. 
_____. The Postnational Constellation: Political essays, edited and translated by Max Pensky, 26-37; 58-
112. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001.  
_____. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Society. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989.  
Hale Cihan Bolak. “Social Policy Transforms the Family: The Case of Singapore.” In Cities in the 
Developing World: Issues, Theory, and Policy, edited by Josef Gugler, 233-247. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997.  
Hall, Peter Geoffrey. Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the 
Twentieth Century. Malden: Blackwell, 2002.  
Hansen, P. Hannah Arendth: Politics, History and Citizenship. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1993.  
Hartoonian, Gevork. Modernity and Its Other: A Post-Script to Contemporary Architecture. College Station, 
Texas: Texas A&M University Press, 1997.  
Harvey, David. The Conditions of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change. Oxford: 
New York: Blackwell, 1989.  
_____. “The Political Economy of Public Space.” In The Politics of Public Space, edited by Setha Low and 
Neil Smith, 17-34. New York: Routledge, 2006.  
Hassan, Riaz. Families in Flats: A Study of Low-Income Families in Public Housing. Singapore: 
Singapore University Press, 1977.  
_____. “Public Housing.” In Singapore: Society in Transition, edited by Hassan Riaz, 240-68. Kuala 
Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1976.  
Havinden, Michael A., and David Meredith. Colonialism and Development: Britain and Its Tropical 
Colonies, 1850-1960. London: Routledge, 1993.  
Hee, Limin. “Constructions of Public Space, Singapore.” DDes diss., Harvard University, 2005.  
Hee, Limin, and Heng Chye Kiang. “Transformations of Space: A Retrospective on Public Housing in 
Singapore.” In Suburban Form: An International Perspective, edited by Kiril Stanilov and Brenda 
Case Scheer. New York: Routledge, 2004.  
Heidegger, Martin. The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays. Translated by William Lovitt. 
New York: Harper & Row, 1977.  
Henaff, M., and T.B. Strong, eds. Public Space and Democracy. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 




Henkett, Hubert-Jan, and Hilde Heynen, eds. Back from Utopia: The Challenge of the Modern Movement. 
Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2002.   
Hill, Michael, and Lian Kwen Fee. The Politics of Nation Building and Citizenship in Singapore. London 
and New York: Routledge, 1995.  
Hillier, Sheila M., and J.A Jewell. Health Care and Traditional Medicine in China, 1800-1982. London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983.  
Hitchcock, Henry-Russell, and Philip Johnson. The International Style. New York and London: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1966.  
Hobsbawn, Eric. “The Arts Transformed.” In The Age of Empire, 1875-1914. New York: Vintage, 1999.  
_____. The Age of Extremes, 1914-1991. New York: Vintage, 1996 [1994].  
_____. “Introduction.” The Invention of Tradition, edited by Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger, 1-15. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983.  
Home, Robert. Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British Colonial Cities. London: E&FN Spon, 
1997. 
Hong, Lysa and, Huang Jianli. The Scripting of A National History: Singapore and Its Pasts. Hong Kong: 
HKU Press, 2008.  
Hosagrahar, Jyoti. Indigenous Modernities: Negotiating Architecture and Urbanism. London and New 
York: Routledge, 2005.  
HDB. Designed for Living: Public Housing Architecture in Singapore. Singapore: Housing and 
Development Board, 1985.  
_____. First Decade in Public Housing 1960-69. Singapore: HDB, 1970.  
_____. Homes for the People: A Review of Public Housing by the Singapore Housing & Development 
Board. Singapore: HDB, 1965.  
_____. Homes for the People: 50,000 Up. Singapore: HDB, 1965.  
_____.  Profile of Residents living in HDB Flats. Prepared by Moey-Khoo, Hsiao Pi. Singapore: Research 
Section, Research & Planning Dept., Housing & Development Board, 1995.  
_____.  Profile of Residents Living in HDB flats. Singapore: Research & Planning Dept., Housing & 
Development Board, 2000. 
_____. Public Housing in Singapore: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow. Singapore: HDB, 1998.  
_____. Social Aspects of Public Housing in Singapore: Kinship Ties and Neighbourly Relations. 
Singapore: Research Section, Research & Planning Dept., Housing & Development Board, 1995. 
Housing & Development Board and URA. Duxton Plain Public Housing: International Architectural Design 
Competition. Singapore: MND, 2002.  
Howard, Ebenezer. Garden Cities of To-morrow. London: Faber and Faber, 1946 [1902]. Originally 
published To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform. London: Swann Sonnenschein, 1898.  
Huxley, Margo. “Geographies of Governmentality.” In Space, Knowledge and Power: Foucault and 
Geography, edited by Jeremy W. Crampton and Stuart Elden. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007.  




Ip Iam-Chong, "The Rise of a Sanitary City: The Colonial Formation of Hong Kong’s Early Public 
Housing." E-Journal on Hong Kong Cultural and Social Studies 1, no. 2 (2002): 189-217.  
Iqbal Latif, Asad-ul. Lim Kim San: A Builder of Singapore. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 
2009.  
Jackson, R.N. Immigrant Labour and the Development of Malaya, 1786-1920. Kuala Lumpur: The 
Government Press, 1961.  
Jacobs, Jane M. Edge of Empire: Postcolonialism and the City. London: Routledge, 1996.  
Jacobs, Jane M., and Stephen Cairns. “The Modern Touch: Interior Design and Modernization in Post-
independence Singapore.” Environment and Planning A 40 (2008): 572-95.  
Jameson, Fredric. “Of Islands and Trenches: Neutralization and the Production of Utopian Discourse 
(1977).” In The Ideologies of Theory Essays, 1971-1986. Volume 2 Syntax of History, 75-102. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988.  
_____. “Periodizing the Sixties (1984).” In The Ideologies of Theory Essays, 1971-1986. Volume 2 Syntax 
of History, 178-208. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988.  
_____. Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Durham: Duke University Press, 1991.  
Jensen, Rolf. High Density Living. London: Leonard Hill, 1966.  
Kaye, Barrington. Upper Nankin Street Singapore. Singapore: University of Malaya Press, 1960. 
King, Anthony D. The Bungalow: The Production of a Global Culture, 2nd ed. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1995 [1984].  
_____. Colonial Urban Development: Culture, Social Power, and Environment. London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1976.  
_____. Spaces of Global Cultures: Architecture, Urbanism, Identity. London: Routledge, 2004.  
_____. Urbanism, Colonialism, and the World-Economy: Cultural and Spatial Foundations of the World 
Urban System. London: Routledge, 1990.  
_____, ed. Buildings and Society: Essays on the Social Development of the Built Environment. London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980.  
Kirsch, Karin. The Weissenhofsiedlung: Experimental Housing Built for the Deutscher Werkbund Stuttgart, 
1927. New York: Rizzoli, 1989.  
Knapp. Ronald G., ed. Asia’s Old Dwellings: Tradition, Resilience, and Change. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003.  
_____. The Chinese House: Craft, Symbol, and the Folk Tradition. Hong Kong, Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990.  
Keaughran, T.J. Picturesque and Busy Singapore. Singapore: Lat Pau Press, 1887. 
Koenigsberger, Otto H. Manual of Tropical Housing and Building. London: Longman, 1974.  
Koenigsberger, Otto H., T.G. Ingersoll, Alan Mayhew, and S.V. Szokolay. Manual of Tropical Housing and 




Koh, Buck Song. Heartlands: Home and Nation in the Art of Ong Kim Seng. Singapore: Ong Kim Seng, 
2008.  
_____. Toa Payoh, Our Kind of Neighborhood: The HDB 40th Anniversary Commemorative Publication. 
Singapore: Times Media for Housing & Development Board, 2000.  
Kong, Lily, and Brenda S.A. Yeoh. The Politics of Landscapes in Singapore: Constructions of a Nation. 
Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2003.  
Koolhaas, Rem, and Hans Ulrich Obrist. Project Japan: Metabolism Talks, edited by Kayoko Ota and 
James Westcott, AMO. Köln; London: Taschen GmbH, 2011. 
_____. “Singapore Songlines: Portrait of a Potemkin Metropolis… or Thirty Years of Tabula Rasa.” In 
S,M,L,XL, edited by Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau, 1008-89. New York: Monacelli Press, 1995.  
Kwak, Nancy Haekyung. “A Citizen's Right to Decent Shelter: Public Housing in New York, London, and 
Singapore, 1945-1970.” PhD. diss., Columbia University, 2006.  
_____. “New York City Housing Authority as Model and Anti-Model in the 1960s.” Paper presented at the 
124th Meeting of the American Historical Association, January 2-5, 2009.  
Lai, Chee Kian. “Concrete/Concentric Nationalism: The Architecture of Independence in Malaysia, 1945-
1969.” PhD diss., University of California at Berkeley, 2005.  
Lau, Woh Cheong. “Renewal of Public Housing Estates.” In Planning Singapore: From Plan to 
Implementation, edited by Belinda Yuen, 42-53. Singapore: Singapore Institute of Planners, 1998.  
Le Corbusier. The City of To-Morrow and its Planning. Translated by Frederick Etchell. New York: Dover 
Publications, 1987.  
Lee, Ho Yin, “The Singapore Shophouse: An Anglo-Chinese Urban Vernacular.” In Asia’s Old Dwellings: 
Tradition, Resilience, and Change, edited by Ronald G. Knapp, 115-58. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003.  
Lee, Kip Lin. The Singapore House 1819-1942. Edited by Gretchen Liu. Singapore: Times Editions, 1988.  
Lee, Kuan Yew. From Third World to First: The Singapore Story, 1965-2000. New York: Harper Collins, 
2000.  
_____. The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew. Singapore, New York and London: Prentice Hall, 
1998. 
Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell, 1991.  
_____. “The Right to the City.” In Writing on Cities, edited and translated by Eleonore Kofman and 
Elizabeth Lebas, 147-159. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996.  
_____. State, Space, World: Selected Essays. Edited by Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden. Translated by 
Gerald Moore, Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009.  
Li, Tania. Malays in Singapore: Culture, Economy, and Ideology. Singapore: Oxford University Press, 
1989.  
Lim, Geok Choo, and Libby Sang. Social Aspects of Public Housing in Singapore: Kinship Ties and 
Neighborly Relations. Singapore: Research Section, Research & Planning Dept., Housing & 




Lim, William S.W. Architecture, Art, Identity, in Singapore: Is there Life after Tabula Rasa? Singapore: 
Asian Urban Lab, 2004: 1-46.   
_____. Cities for People: Reflections of a Southeast Asian Architect. Singapore: Select Books, 1990.  
Lim, William S.W. and Chang Jiat-Hwee, eds. Non-West Modernist Past: On Architecture & Modernities. 
Singapore: World Scientific Publications, 2012.  
Liu, Gretchen. Pastel Portraits: Singapore’s Architectural Heritage. Singapore: Singapore Coordinating 
Committee, 1999 [1984]. 
Liu, Thai Ker. “A Review of Public Housing in Singapore.” In Our Heritage and Beyond: A Collection of 
Essays on Singapore, Its Past, Present and Future, edited by S. Jayakumar, 132-55. Singapore: 
NTUC, 1982.   
Lofland, Lyn H. The Public Realm: Exploring the City’s Quintessential Social Territory. New York: Aldine 
de Gruyter, 1998.  
Loh, Kah Seng. Squatters into Citizens: The 1961 Bukit Ho Swee Fire and the Making of Modern 
Singapore. ASAA Southeast Asia Series. Singapore: NIAS Press, 2013.  
Loh, Kah Seng, Edgar Liao, Cheng Tju Lim, and Guo Quan Seng, eds. The University Socialist Club and 
the Contest for Malaya: Tangled Strands of Modernity. AUP - IIAS Publications. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2012. 
London County Council. Green Belt Around London. London: LCC, 1961.  
_____. London Housing. London: LCC, 1937.  
Low, Calvin. 10-Stories: Queenstown Through the Years. Singapore: National Heritage Board, 2007.  
Low, Linda, and T.C. Aw. Housing a Healthy, Educated and Wealthy Nation through the CPF. Singapore: 
Times Academic Press for the Institute of Policy Studies, 1997.  
Mace, Angela. The Royal Institute of British Architects: A Guide to Its Archive and History. London: 
Mansell Publishing Limited, 1986.  
Makepeace, Walter, Gilbert Brooke, and Roland Braddell. One Hundred Years of Singapore. London: 
John Murray, 1921.  
Mandelker, D.R. Green Belts and Urban Growth: English Town and Planning in Action. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1962.  
Markus, Thomas A. Buildings and Power: Freedom and Control in the Origin of Modern Building Types. 
London: Routledge, 1993.  
Marshall, Richard. “Josep Lluís Sert’s Urban Design Legacy.” In Josep Lluís Sert: The Architect of Urban 
Design, 1953-1969, edited by Eric Mumford and Hashim Sarkis. New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 2008.  
Martin, Reinhold. The Organizational Complex: Architecture, Media, and Corporate Space. Cambridge, 
MA; and London: MIT Press, 2003, 2-45.  
Matthew, Robert H. “The Planning and Location of High Buildings.” In Symposium on the Design of High 
Buildings: Proceedings of a Meeting Held in September 1961 as part of the Golden Jubilee 
Congress of the University of Hong Kong, edited by Sean Mackey, 372-41. Hong Kong: Hong 




Mauzy, Diane K. and Robert Stephen Milne. Singapore Politics Under the People’s Action Party. 
Singapore: Routledge, 2002.  
Mayhew, Henry. London Labor and the London Poor, Vols. 1-4. London: C. Griffin, 1861, 1862.  
Meller, Helen. Patrick Geddes: Social Evolutionist and Town Planner. London: Routledge, 1990.  
Miller, Mervyn. Letchworth: The First Garden City. London: Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 2002 [1989].  
Minchin, James. No Man is an Island. Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986.  
Ministry of Health / Ministry of Works. Housing Manual 1944. London: HMSO, 1944.  
_____. Housing Manual 1949. London: HMSO, 1949.  
Ministry of Housing and Local Government. Houses 1952 Second Supplement to the Housing Manual. 
London: HMSO, 1949.  
_____. Design in Town and Village. London: HMSO, 1953.  
_____. Homes for Today and Tomorrow. London: HMSO, 1961.  
Mitchell, Don. “The End of Public Space? People’s Park, the Public and the Right to the City.” In The 
Right to the City: Social Justice and the Fight for Public Space. New York: Guilford Press, 2003. 
Moore, Joanna, and Kathinka Fox. Singapore: City of the Lion. Singapore: Heinemann (Asia) Ltd., 1960.  
Mumford, Eric. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000.  
Mumford, Lewis. “The Garden City Idea and Modern Planning.” In Garden Cities of To-morrow, 29-40. 
London: Faber and Faber, 1946 [1902].  
Muthesius, Hermann. The English House. Edited by Dennis Sharp. Translated by Janet Seligman. 
London: Granada Publishing Ltd., 1979.  
Nair, C.V. Devan, ed. Socialism that Works: The Singapore Way. Singapore: Federal Publications, 1976.  
National Archives of Singapore. 10 Years That Shaped a Nation. Singapore: National Archives and 
Heritage Board, 2008.  
_____. The 2nd Decade: Nation Building in Progress, 1975-1985. Singapore: National Archives and 
Heritage Board, 2010.  
Norberg-Schulz, Christian. Intentions in Architecture. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1966.  
Oi, Keng Hunt. “Park Connectors.” Planning Singapore: From Plan to Implementation, edited by Belinda 
Yuen, 31-42. Singapore: Singapore Institute of Planners, 1998.  
Ong, Jin Hui, Tong Chee Kiong, and Tan Ern Ser, eds. Understanding Singapore Society. Singapore: 
Times Academic Press, 1997.  
Ong, Song Siang. One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore. Singapore: University 
Malaya Press, 1967 [1922].  
Ong, Aihwa. Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006.  
_____. Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty. Durham: Duke University 




Ooi, Geok Ling, Sharon Siddique, and Soh Kay Cheng. The Management of Ethnic Relations in Public 
Housing Estates. Singapore: Institute of Policy Studies: Times Academic Press, 1993. 
Ooi, Jin-Bee, and Chiang Hai Ding. Modern Singapore. Singapore: University of Singapore, 1969.  
Osborn, F.J. Green Belt Cities. London: Faber & Faber, 1946.  
Pan, Lyn. The Encyclopedia of the Chinese Overseas. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999.  
Papastergiadis, Nikos. “Ambivalence in Cultural Theory: Reading Homi Babha’s DissemiNation.” In 
Writing the Nation: Self and Country in the Post-Colonial Imagination, edited by John C. Hawley, 
176-193. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996.  
Parker, Barry, and Raymond Unwin. The Art of Building a Home: A Collection of Lectures and Illustrations. 
London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1901.  
Parker Morris Committee. Homes for Today and Tomorrow. 1961.  
_____. Parker Morris Standards. 1967.  
Paul, Samuel. Apartments: Their Design and Development. New York: Reinhold, 1967.  
Pawley, Martin. Architecture vs. Housing. New York; Washington: Praeger, 1971.  
People’s Action Party. Twelve Years of Achievement. Singapore, PAP, 1972.  
Pepler, George. L. Garden Cities and Town Planning. London: P. S. King & Son, 1911.  
Perry, Martin, Lily Kong, and Brenda Yeoh, eds. Singapore: A Developmental City State. Chichester: 
John Wiley & Sons, 1997.  
Pieris, Anoma. “Hidden Hands and Divided Landscapes: Penal Labor and Colonial Citizenship in 
Singapore and the Straits Settlements, 1825-1873.” PhD diss., University of California at Berkeley, 
2003.  
Pommer, Richard, and Christian F. Otto. Weissenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture. 
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1991.  
Powell, Robert. Living Legacy: Singapore’s Architectural Heritage Renewed. Singapore: Singapore 
Heritage Society, 1994.  
_____. The Tropical Asian House. Singapore: Select Books, 1996.  
_____, ed. Architecture and Identity: Proceedings of the Regional Seminar in the Series Exploring 
Architecture in Islamic Cultures. Singapore: Aga Khan Award for Architecture, Concept Media, 
1983.  
_____, ed. Regionalism in Architecture: Proceedings of the Regional Seminar in the Series Exploring 
Architecture in Islamic Cultures. Singapore: Concept Media, 1985.  
Prashad, Vijay. The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World. London and New York: The 
New Press, 2007.  
Pugh, Cedric. “The Political Economy of Public Housing.” In Management of Duccess: The Moulding of 
Modern Singapore, edited by Kernial Sandhu and Paul Wheatley, 833-59. Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 1989.  
Pullé, James Hartley. “The Management of Political Change: British Colonial Policy Towards Singapore, 




Purdom, Charles B. The Building of Satellite Towns: A Contribution to the Study of Town Development 
and Regional Planning. London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1949 [1924].  
_____. The Garden City, A Study in the Development of a Modern Town. London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 
1913. 
_____. The Garden City after the War: A Discussion of the Position of the Garden City at Letchworth, and 
a Proposal for a National Housing Policy. London: Victoria House Printing, 1917.  
Quah, Jon S.T. Singapore’s Experience in Public Housing: Some Lessons for Other New States. 
Singapore: Department of Political Science, University of Singapore, 1975.  
Rabinow, Paul. French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989.  
_____, ed. The Foucault Reader. New York: Pantheon Books, 1984.  
Rajaratnam, S., ed. Towards Tomorrow: Essays on Development and Social Transformation in Singapore. 
Singapore: NTUC, 1973.  
Rapoport, Amos. House Form and Culture. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969.  
Ravetz, Alison. Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment. London: Routledge, 
2001.  
Redfield, Peter. “Foucault in the Tropics: Displacing the Panopticon.” In Anthropologies of Modernity, 
edited by Jonathan Xavier Inda, 50-79. Maiden: Blackwell, 2005.  
_____. Space in the Tropics: From Convicts to Rockets in French Guiana. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2000.  
Reith, G.M. 1907 Handbook to Singapore, revised by Walter Makepeace. Singapore, Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1985 [1892]. 
Ricoeur, Paul. “National Cultures and Universal Civilization.” In History and Truth. Translated by Charles 
A. Kelbley. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern UP, 1965. 
Richards, J.M. “Howell, William Gough [Bill] (1922-1974).” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 
Oxford University Press, 2004; online edition, September 2013. 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.eproxy2.lib.hku.hk/view/article/31256.  
Rodan, Garry. The Political Economy of Singapore's Industrialization: National, State, and International 
Capital. Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1989.  
Rowe, Peter. Modernity and Housing. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993.  
Rudofsky, Bernard. Architecture without Architects: An Introduction to Nonpedigreed Architecture. New 
York: MOMA, 1964.   
Sandhu, K.S. and Paul Wheatley, eds. Management of Success: The Moulding of Modern Singapore. 
Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1989.  
Savage, Victor S., and Brenda S.A. Yeoh. Toponymics: A Study of Singapore Street Names. Singapore: 
Eastern Universities Press, 2004 
Scott, David. “Colonial Governmentality.” In Anthropologies of Modernity, edited by Jonathan Xavier Inda, 




Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998.  
Scriver, Peter. “Empire-Building and Thinking in the Public Works Department of British India.” In Colonial 
Modernities: Building, Dwelling and Architecture in British India and Ceylon, edited by Peter 
Scriver and Vikramaditya Prakash, 69-92. London and New York: Routledge, 2007.  
Scuton, Roger. The Aesthetics of Architecture. London: Methuen, 1979. 
_____. The Politics of Culture and Other Essays. Manchester: Carcanet New Press, 1981. 
Seetoh, Kum Chun, and Amanda Hwee Fang Ong. “Public Housing in Singapore: A Sustainable Housing 
Form and Development.” In Spatial Planning for a Sustainable Singapore, edited by Tai-Chee 
Wong, Belinda Yuen, and Charles Goldblum. New York: Springer, 2008. 
Seng, Eunice. “The Politics of Greening: Spatial Constructions of the Public in Singapore.” In Non West 
Modernist Past: Architecture and Modernities beyond the West, edited by William Lim and Chang 
Jiat-Hwee, 143-60. Singapore: World Scientific, 2012. 
Seow, Eu-Jin. “Architectural Development in Singapore.” PhD diss., University of Melbourne, 1973.  
Seow, Francis T. The Media Enthralled: Singapore Revisited. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
1998.  
Seow, Peck Leng. New Life in New Homes. Singapore:  Persatuan Wanita Singapura , 1965. 
Sharpe, T. Town and Countryside. London, New York: Oxford University Press, 1932.  
_____. The Maintenance of Health in the Tropics. London: John Bale, Sons & Danielsson, 1916.  
Shekhu, Prasad. “The Making of the New Singapore Master Plan.” In Planning Singapore: From Plan to 
Implementation, edited by Belinda Yuen, 17-31. Singapore: Singapore Institute of Planners, 1998.  
Sherwood, Roger. Modern Housing Prototypes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976.  
Sim, Thomas Soon Lip. Singapore Public Housing Allocation Systems, 1947-1995. Singapore: School of 
Building & Estate Management, National University of Singapore, 1996.  
Simpson, William J. A Treatise on Plague Dealing with the Historical Epidemiological, Clinical, 
Therapeutic and Preventive Aspects of the Disease. Cambridge: University Press, 1905.  
Sitte, Camillo. City Planning According to Artistic Principles. Translated by George R. Collins and 
Christiane Crasemann Collins. New York: Random House, 1965.  
Smart, Alan. The Shek Kip Mei Myth: Squatters, Fires and Colonial Rule in Hong Kong, 1950-1963. Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2006.  
Smith, Neil. Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space. New York: Blackwell, 
1984.  
Smithson, Alison, ed. “Grouping of Dwellings.” Team 10 Primer. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1968, 32. 
Stallybrass, Peter, and Allon White. The Politics and Poetics of Transgression. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1986.  
Stockwell, A.J. “The United States and Britain's Decolonization of Malaya, 1942-57.” In The United States 
and Decolonization: Power and Freedom, edited by David Ryan and Victor Pungong, 188-206. 




Summerson, John. “Urban Form.” In The Historian and the City, edited by Oscar Handlin and John 
Burchard, 165-76. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press & Harvard University Press, 1963.  
Fleetwood, Claire, and Meija, Viviana. Housing People: Affordable Housing Solutions for the 21st Century. 
Singapore: Surbana International Consultants, 2012. 
Tai, Ching-Ling. Housing Policy and High-Rise Living: A Study of Singapore’s Public Housing. Singapore: 
Chopmen, 1988. 
Tan, Augustine H.H., and Phang Sock Yong. The Singapore Experience in Public Housing, CAS 
occasional paper (Singapore), no. 9. Singapore: Centre for Advanced Studies, National University 
of Singapore; Times Academic Press, 1991. 
Tan, Han Hoe. “A Study of Singapore Slum Problem, 1907-41: With Special Reference to the Singapore 
Improvement Trust.” Unpublished Academic Exercise, University of Malaya, 1959.  
Tan, Jake Hooi. “Metropolitan Planning and Development in Singapore.” In Second Afro-Asian Housing 
Congress, 1-28. 1967. 
_____. Urbanization Planning and National Development Planning in Singapore. New York: Southeast 
Asia Development Advisory Group, Asia Society, 1972. 
Tan, Kim Chia. Public Housing in Singapore 1947-70: The Work of the SIT and the HDB. Academic 
exercise, Department of History, University of Singapore, 1974.  
Tan, Sook Yee. Private Ownership of Public Housing in Singapore. Singapore: Times Academic Press, 
1998.  
Tan, Tony Keng Joo, and Tai-Chee Wong. “Vertical Living and the Garden City: The Sustainability of an 
Urban Figure.” In Spatial Planning for a Sustainable Singapore, edited by Tai-Chee Wong, 
Belinda Yuen, and Charles Goldblum. New York: Springer, 2008.  
Tang, Kwong-Leung. “Social Assistance Programmes in Singapore.” In Social Policy and Poverty in East 
Asia: The Role of Social Security, edited by James Midgley and Kwong-leung Tang, 66-81. 
London and New York: Routledge, 2010.  
Taut, Bruno. Die Neue Wohnung: Die Frau Als Schöpferin (The New Dwelling: The Woman as Creator). 
Leipzig: Verlag von Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1924. 
Tay, Eddie. “Introduction.” 1-12. “Nationalism and Literature.” 77-92. “Irresponsibility and Commitment.” 
92-106. In Nation and Globalisation: Not at Home in Singaporean and Malaysian Literature. Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011.  
Teh, Cheang Wan. “Public Housing in Singapore: An Overview.” In Public Housing in Singapore: A 
Multidisciplinary Study, edited by Stephen H.K. Yeh, 1-21. Singapore: Singapore University Press 
for Housing & Development Board, 1975.  
Thumboo, Edwin. A Third Map: New and Selected Poems. Singapore: University Press, 1993.  
Tremewan, Christopher. The Political Economy of Social Control in Singapore. London: Macmillan Press, 
1994.  
_____. “Welfare and Governance: Public Housing under Singapore’s Party-State.” In The East Asian 
Welfare Model: Welfare Orientalism and the State, edited by R. Goodman, G. White, and H.-J. 
Kwon, 77-105. London: Routledge, 1998.  




Turnbull, David. “Soc. Culture; Singapore.” In Architecture of Fear, edited by Nan Ellin. New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 1997.  
Turner, John F. Housing by People: Towards Autonomy in Building Environments. London: Marion 
Boyars, 1976.  
Tyers, Ray. Singapore Then and Now. Singapore: University Education Press, 1976.  
Tyrwhitt, Jaqueline, ed. Patrick Geddes in India. London: Humphries, 1947.  
Tyrwhitt, Jaqueline, Jose Lluís Sert, and Ernest Nathan Rogers, eds. The Heart of the City: Towards the 
Humanization of Urban Life. London: Lund Humphries, 1952.  
Tzonis, Alexander, and Liane Lefaivre. “The Suppression and Rethinking of Regionalism and Tropicalism 
after 1945.” In Tropical Architecture: Critical Regionalism in the Age of Globalization, edited by 
Alexander Tzonis, Bruno Stagno and Liane Lefaivre, 14-49. Chichester, NY: Wiley-Academic, 
2001.  
Tzonis, Alexander, Liane Lefaivre, and Bruno Stagno, eds. Tropical Architecture: Critical Regionalism in 
the Age of Globalization. Chichester, NY: Wiley-Academic, 2001.  
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. World Housing Survey 1974: An Overview of 
the State of Housing, Building and Planning within Human Settlements. New York: United Nations, 
1976.   
Unwin, Raymond. Nothing Gained by Overcrowding. London: Garden Cities and Town Planning 
Association, 1912.  
_____. Town Planning in Practice: An Introduction to the Art of Design City. New York: Benjamin Blom, 
1971 [1909].  
Vale, Lawrence J. Architecture, Power, and National Identity. New Haven: Yale, 1992.  
Van de Ven, Cornelius. Space in Architecture: The Evolution of a New Idea in the Theory and History of 
the Modern Movement. Assen: Van Gorcum, 1978.  
Van den Broek, J.H. Habitation, 3 vols. Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1964.  
Varma, Rameswari, and N.N. Sastri. Habitat Asia: Issues and Response, Vol. 3: Japan and Singapore. 
New Delhi: Concept Publishing, 1979.  
Waller, Edmund. Landscape Planning in Singapore. Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2001.  
Wee, C.J.W.-L. “The Homogenized Urban Environment and Locality.” In The Asian Modern: Culture, 
Capitalist Development, 77-99. Singapore: NUS Press, 2007.  
Wells, H.G. A Modern Utopia. London: Penguin Books, 2005 [1905]. 
Wigley, Mark. White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1995.  
Wong, Aline K., and Stephen H.K Yeh. Housing a Nation: 25 Years of Public Housing in Singapore. 
Singapore: Maruzen Asia, 1985. 
Wong Yunn Chii. Singapore1: 1 City: A Gallery of Architecture & Urban Design. Singapore: URA, 2005. 
Woodcock, George. The British in the Far East. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969.   




Yap, Chong Huat. Housing and Development Board: Its Roles and Problems in Singapore. Singapore: 
National University of Singapore, 1982.  
Yeh, Stephen H.K. Homes for the People: A Study of Tenants’ Views on Public Housing in Singapore. 
Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1972. 
_____. Households and Housing. Singapore: Department of Statistics, 1985.  
_____. Public Housing in Singapore: A Multi-Disciplinary Study. Singapore: Singapore University Press 
for HDB, 1978 [1975].  
Yeh, Stephen H.K., and A. A. Laquian, eds. Housing Asia’s Millions: Problems, Policies, and Prospects 
for Low-Cost Housing in Southeast Asia. Singapore: International Development Research Centre, 
1979.  
Yeo, Ai Leng. Two and a Half Decades of Public Housing in Singapore: Policies and Impacts. Singapore: 
National University of Singapore, 1986.  
Yeoh, Brenda S.A. Contesting Spaces: Power Relations and the Urban Built Environment in Colonial 
Singapore. Kuala Lumpur and New York: Oxford University Press, 1996.  
_____, “Historical Geographies of the Colonized World.” In Modern Historical Geographies, edited by 
Brian Graham and Catherin Nash, 146-66. Harlow: Longman, 2000.  
_____, “Municipal Sanitary Ideology and the Control of the Urban Environment in Colonial Singapore.” In 
Ideology and Landscape in Historical Perspective: Essays on the Meanings of Some Places in 
the Past (Cambridge Studies in Historical Geography), edited by Alan R.H. Baker and Gideon 
Biger, 148-72. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.  
Yeoh, Brenda, and Theresa Wong. Over Singapore 50 Years Ago: An Aerial View in the 1950s. 
Singapore: Didier Millet, 2007.  
Yeung, Yue-man. National Development Policy and Urban Transformation in Singapore. Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1973.  
Yeung, Yue-Man, and David Drakakis-Smith. Public Housing in the City States of Hong Kong and 
Singapore. In Urban Planning Practice in Developing Countries, edited by J.L. Taylor and D.G. 
Williams, 217-238. Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1982. 
Yorke, Frederick R.S., and Frederick Gibberd. Modern Flats. London: The Architectural Press, 1958. 
_____. The Modern Flat. London: Architectural Press, 1948 [1937].  
_____. The Modern House. London: The Architectural Press, 1934. 
_____. “Singapore.” In Housing Policy Systems in South and East Asia, edited by Mohammed Razali 
Agus, John Doling, and Dong-Sung Lee, 38-59. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.  
Yuen, Belinda, Teo Ho Pin, and Ooi Giok Ling, eds. Singapore Housing: An Annotated Bibliography. 
Singapore: National University of Singapore Press, 1999.  









Chronology of Political, Housing and Urban Development  
1819   Thomas Stamford Raffles founded the Colony of Singapore. 
1822  The first “Plan of the Town of Singapore” (also known as the Jackson Plan) was drawn 
up to maintain some order in the urban development of the fledgling but thriving colony. It 
was named after Lieutenant Philip Jackson, the colony's engineer and land surveyor 
tasked to oversee its physical development. 
1833  Department of Public Works and Convicts was set up with George D. Coleman as its 
first superintendent. 
1834  Edwin Chadwick published Report on Sanitary Conditions.  
1840s  The first shophouses were constructed.  
1896   Outbreak of disease in India. 
1898  Establishment of the Bombay Improvement Trust. 
1902  March 20 – Release of Preliminary memorandum on Plague Prevention in Hong Kong 
by William John Simpson (Professor of Hygiene at King’s College in London and former 
Health Officer at Calcutta). 
1905  Publication of Treatise on Plague, written by William Simpson.   
1906  May 15 – Arrival of Simpson in Singapore 
1907  Publication of Simpson’s Report on the Sanitary Condition of Singapore (a more 
detailed version compared to the two Preliminary Memoranda on Plague Prevention in 
Hong Kong). Simpson called for the setting up of a sanitary board headed by a Principal 
Civil Medical Officer as Chairman.  
1910  Setting up of the Municipal Enquiry Commission (MEC) into the administration of the 
Municipal affairs in the Colony and to advise on necessary alterations and changes in the 
constitution, powers, and methods of administration and organization of the existing 
municipalities.  
1912  Establishment of the Calcutta Improvement Trust.  
1917  Sanitary Commission appointed to study the shophouses bounded by Upper Nankin 
Street, South Bridge Road, Upper Cross Street and New Bridge Road (site identified in 
the Simpson Report).  
1918  Municipal Housing Commission (chaired by Municipal Commissioner Roland John 
Braddell, b. Dec. 1880 - d. Nov. 1966) released a Report focusing on the issue of town 
improvement  
1924  Improvement Commission set up as an independent entity from the Municipal Housing 
Commission 




1927  Jul. 1 – The Singapore Improvement Ordinance was constitutionalized along with the 
establishment of the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) which release an all-text 
General Improvement Plan.  
  Planning began for Tiong Bahru Estate.  
 Weissenhof Siedlung housing exhibition at Stuttgart.  
1929   City Hall completed. 
1931  Hawkers’ Enquiry Committee set up. 
1934  Aug. – Fire at Tiong Bahru (“New Cemetery”). 500 people rendered homeless.  
1935  Establishment of first broadcasting station in Singapore (Chairman: Roland Braddell).  
1936  The launch of the colonial government’s first public housing project at Tiong Bahru to 
house 6,000 people. First block at Tiong Bahru completed.  
1938  The Weisberg Committee set up to recommend a policy for the leases of the heavily 
built-up area in the city. It published a report known as the Weisberg Report, which was 
one of the three reports referenced by the post-war Housing Committee 
1940  Fire at Kampong Silat (Silat Village) destroyed 200 attap houses and rendered about 
2,000 Chinese villagers homeless  
 Launch of the Kampong Silat Improvement Program 
1942-45  Feb. 15, 1942 – Japanese occupation of Singapore after a week of invasion. Singapore 
renamed to Syonan-to (昭南島 Shōnan-tō), meaning "Light of the South.” Singapore was 
officially returned to British colonial rule on September 12, 1945. 
1943  Patrick Abercrombie published the London County Plan 
1944  Abercrombie published the Greater London Plan 
1946  Abercrombie produced Greater Bombay Scheme 
  Formation of the Department of Social Welfare 
 Howard’s Garden Cities of To-morrow republished 
 Jean Prouve completed his Tropical House 
1947   British reoccupation of Singapore.  
 Restart of the work of the SIT 
 Housing Committee chaired by Commissioner of Lands Charles W.A. Sennett, and 
publication of Sennett Report, which identified Singapore as suffering from the disease of 
Gigantism.  
 Town and Planning Act, Britain 
1948   Aug. 8 – Colony’s first Master Plan approved by the Governor-in-Council 
   First Housing and Town Planning Exhibition with honorary guest Patrick Abercrombie 




 Unveiling of the Princess Elizabeth Park Estate built from the leftover funds of the 
celebration of Princess Elizabeth to the Duke of Edinburgh 
 First community center built at Tiong Bahru Estate  
1950   Jun. 25 – Start of the Korean War  
 Arrival of George Pepler as Planning Adviser to the Government of Singapore 
 SIT proposed a $13.5 million scheme for 89 blocks of flats, including the Havelock 
Road Scheme. 
 Plan of Sennett Estate, a private housing estate developed by CWA Sennett 
 Dec. – Visit by the UN Tropical Housing Commission  
 Dec. 11 – Maria Hertogh riots (18 killed, 173 injured) 
1951   Jan. - Homes of People Exhibition  
 SIT’s nine-story flats of the future on Pickering Street completed. 
1952   Diagnostic survey and research for Singapore Master Plan began.  
 SIT office moved to nine-story flats at Upper Pickering Street.  
 Completion of Tiong Bahru Estate, SIT’s first satellite town.  
 Construction began for Princess Margaret Estate in Queenstown, SIT’s second and 
largest estate.  
 Completion of SIT’s first 10-story flats (soon known as the ‘suicide flats’) at Upper 
Pickering Street 
 Highest record in homes built by private enterprise in Singapore – approx. 1,657 
(including 98 new blocks of flats)  
 Competition for Golden Lane Housing Estate in London. 
 CIAM’s publication of The Heart of the City.  
1953   Jul. 17 – Fire at Geylang rendered 2,500 people homeless.  
 Jul. 27 – End of the Korean War  
 Sep. 22-24 – Jacqueline Tyrwhitt visited Singapore to survey the low cost houses built 
by the SIT for the International Low Cost Housing Exhibition in New Delhi 
 Roland Braddell participated in a Housing study commissioned by the University of 
Malaya  
 Oct. 24 – 1,500 people rendered homeless in a fire which swept through a half a square 
mile of attap huts of Aljunied Road.   
 John Burgess published Home Ownership in Malaya.  




 Otto Koenigsberger founded the Department of Development and Tropical Studies at 
the AA.  
1954   Jan.-Mar. – Closing of International Low Cost Housing Exhibition in New Delhi 
 Construction began for Queenstown, SIT’s first new town. 
 May 13 – Chinese school students riots against National Service proposal (26 injured).  
 Nov. – Formation of the People’s Action Party (PAP) as a new opposition party against 
the British by English-educated middle-class professionals 
1955  Apr. 2 – The Labor Front won the most seats in election and David Saul Marshall 
became the first Chief Minister of Singapore. 
 Apr. – Braddell Report on Housing published.  
 May 12 - Hock Lee Bus Riots – 4 people killed and 31 injured in a bloody riot started by 
workers from the Hock Lee Amalgamated Bus Company who were members of the 
Singapore Bus Workers’ Union (SBWU). The strike was supposedly instigated by pro-
communists who were unhappy with the minority government led by the Labor Front who 
had just won a narrow victory and was believed to be still controlled by the British. It 
became an opportunity to fight for independence and self-government.  
 Jul. 1 – Introduction of the Central Provident Fund (CPF) as a compulsory savings 
scheme so as to allow workers to save for their retirement.  
 Public release of the Colony Master Plan.  
1956  Oct. – Riots by pro-communist Chinese Middle School students occurred when 
government closed down a student union. Thirteen were killed and more than 100 injured. 
 Marshall resigned after failing to gain full independence from British rule. Lim Yew Hock, 
then Minister for Labour and Welfare, became the next Chief Minister and headed a new 
coalition government. Following internal differences with Marshall, Lim dissolved the 
Labour Front and formed the Singapore People's Alliance (SPA).  
 Publication of the Urban Incomes and Housing Report by Goh Keng Swee, which 
identified 6,700 households with less than minimal monthly income of $400. Report also 
identified that only 12 percent of women worked and that illiteracy rate is highest amongst 
immigrant communities than amongst the local-borns. Most significant finding was that 
one quarter of the entire population lived in the city center and 65 percent of the 
population, including those in rural huts, lived in shelters that were deemed unhealthy 
and unsanitary.  
1957   Resettlement Department set up within the SIT 
 SIT’s Albert House on Prinsep and Albert Street was completed 
1958   Release of the Master Plan for the Island of Singapore 
 Release of preliminary plan for Toa Payoh 
 SIT’s Rochor House was completed 





1959  Feb. 13 – 12,000 people rendered homeless by fire at Kampong Tiong Bahru and Bukit 
Ho Swee  
 Encik Yusof bin Ishak became the Head of State of Singapore.  
 Mar. - Lim Yew Hock successfully gained full self-government for Singapore. 
 May 31 - The PAP won the General Election and became the ruling party, winning 43 
out of the 51 seats in Parliament. Lee Kuan Yew became the first Prime Minister.  
 Jul. 20 - “Lungs of the people” project launched upon the statement issued by Minister 
of National Development (MND) to convert all vacant places in the city center into 
children’s playgrounds and public parks. 
 Jul. 27 – 1,000 volunteers from the MND worked to extend the seaside promenade to 
beautify the waterfront.  
 Dissolution of the SIT. 
1960   Establishment of the Housing Development Board (HDB) 
 9.1 percent of total population lived in public housing (SIT flats)  
 July – Launch of HDB’s first five-year Building Program (1960-64) – Queenstown was 
the first satellite town planned for a population of 150,000 with 27,000 housing units in 
seven neighborhoods. 
1961   May 25 - Fire at Bukit Ho Swee destroyed 2,200 attap houses. 16,000 people rendered 
homeless. 6,000 people were rehoused within a week. 800 families moved back nine 
months later, as promised by PM Lee.  
 HDB’s first four housing estates in Queenstown (Neighborhoods I to IV) were completed. 
Neighborhood V completed except for the market in the shopping center.  
   Formation of the Barisan Sosialis Party 
 
1962  Sep. 1 – A referendum is held in Singapore to vote on merger with Malaysia. 
 
1963  Feb. 2 – During Operation Coldstore, 111 left-wing politicians and trade unionists 
including key members of the opposition political party Barisan Sosialis were arrested by 
the Internal Security Department.  
  July 9 – Leaders of Malaya, Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak signed the Malaysia 
Agreement.   
 July 12 – Riots at Pulau Senang Prison, a penal settlement experiment based on the 
belief that prisoners could be reformed through manual labor. The Superintendent and 
two offers were killed.  
 Sep. 16 – Singapore merged with the Federation of Malaya. Malaysia is formed.  
 Sep. 21 – PAP won the General Elections, defeating the Barisan Socialis and United 
Malays National Organization (UMNO).  





 Growth and urban renewal in Singapore. Report prepared for the Government of 
Singapore by the United Nations Program of Technical Assistance team, Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs Development 
   Dec. 8 – First Afro-Asian Housing Congress held in Cairo, Egypt 
 
1964  Feb. – Launch of the Home Ownership for the People Scheme by the Ministry for 
National Development, to enable Singapore citizens in the lower middle income group to 
own their own homes, with home loan subsidies provided by the HDB.  
 Jul. 21 - Racial riots between Kallang and Geylang Serai, near the former Kallang 
Gasworks. 23 people killed, 454 injured. Government imposed a curfew at 9.30pm that 
was completely lifted only on August 2. The government arrested 3,000 people. 
Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Tun Abdul Razak blamed ethnic Indonesian and 
Communist provocateurs. Singapore Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew attributed it to the 
UMNO 
 Sep. 3 – Racial riots in the neighbourhoods of Geylang, Joo Chiat and Siglap. Nearly 
500 people were arrested and 106 killed. Malaysia and Singapore attributed the riots to 
Indonesian provocateurs. 
 Alan F.C. Choe appointed as head of Urban Renewal in the Building Department of 
HDB 
 HDB launched the Home Ownership Scheme (HDB received the UN Public Service 
Award in 2008 for the HOS in 2008)  
 The first public allocation by balloting was carried out in Queenstown for 2- and 3-
bedroom flats in Neighborhood III.  
1965   23.2 percent of population lived in public housing (HDB and SIT flats) 
 Launch of HDB’s second five-year building program (Building target: 60,000 new flats) 
 Construction began for Toa Payoh New Town (Projected population 180,000 -200,000), 
first new town designed and planned by the HDB based on the neighborhood concept.  
 Aug. 9 – Singapore separated from Malaysia and became an independent nation.  
 Sep. 21 – Singapore was admitted into the United Nations as the 117th member.  
 Oct. 22 – Singapore became the 22nd member of the Commonwealth. 
 Dec. 22 – Constitutional Amendment Act passed and Yusof bin Ishak became the first 
President of Singapore.  
1966   First two-story hawker center with wet market built at Havelock Center.  
 Passing of the Land Acquisition Act, which enabled HDB to clear slums and squatters 
to free up land for public housing and infrastructural development  
1967   Mar. 14 – The national Service bill was passed in the Parliament.  
 May – Launch of Garden City project following speech by PM Lee.  
 Jun. 12 – The issue of the first Singapore dollar.  




 Aug. 8 – Singapore was the founding member of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN).   
 Oct. 8-13 – 2nd Afro-Asian Housing Congress held in Singapore 
1968  Apr. – The PAP won all seats in the General Election, which was boycotted by the 
Barisan Socialis.  
 The Central Provident Fund (CPF) was amended to allow members (working citizens) 
to use their CPF savings to purchase HDB flats.  
 HDB undertook its first sample household survey to find out how residents had settled 
in their new flats and estates.  
1969  May 31 - Racial riots broke out after growing tension of the May 13 Incident in Malaysia 
spilled over to Singapore. 4 were killed and 80 injured. The Incident referred to the Sino-
Malay sectarian violence that began in Kuala Lumpur on May 13, in which almost 600 
Malaysians, mostly Chinese, died.  
 Jun. – HDB completed 100,000 units of flats.  
 HDB announced the building of four-room flats for sale, the beginning of the 
introduction of other larger flat types in subsequent years.  
1970   Launch of third five-year building program with a target of 100,000 flats. 
 Release of the Planning Department Report for the 1971 Concept Plan.  
1971   Dr Benjamin Henry Sheares became the second President of Singapore.  
 Oct. – Construction commencement of HDB’s 3rd new town – Woodlands (projected 
population: 250,000-300,000) 
 Oct. 31 – The last British military forces withdrew from Singapore.  
 HDB completed the building of Toa Payoh Neighborhood IV and the final estate at 
Queenstown.  
 New resettlement policy implemented offering increased incentives.  
 Singapore Island Concept Plan unveiled.  
 The URD also undertook agency projects on behalf of other statutory authorities. 
 General Electric’s first two factories in Singapore opened in Kallang.  
 Nov. 7 – Tree-Planting Day and launch of annual tree planting campaign. 
 Church of the Risen Christ opened in Toa Payoh.  
 April – Shangri-La Hotel opened.  
1972  March – Construction commencement of HDB’s 4th new town – Telok Blangah 
(projected population: 18,000).  
 General Electric’s third factory opened in Toa Payoh.  




 Sep. – The PAP won all 65 seats at the General Election.  
 Introduction of “Stop at Two” policy 
1973  The first Chingay Parade was held in Singapore. It is an annual street parade held in 
Malaysia and Singapore in celebration with the birthdays of the Chinese deities or the 
procession of the Goddess of Mercy as part of the Chinese New Year festivities. Its 
origins could be traced back to a float decoration competition in Penang in 1905.  
 The Presidential Council for Minority Rights was set up to ensure minorities would not 
be discriminated against.  
 April – Construction commencement of HDB’s 5th new town, Bedok (projected 
population: 200,000-200,000)  
 Aug. – Construction commencement of HDB’s 6th new town, Ayer Rajah (projected 
population 120,000-130,000)  
 Sep. 1-8 – Singapore hosted the Southeast Asia Peninsula (SEAP) Games. The HDB 
built the games village in Toa Payoh comprising the Town Center, Sports complex, 
Swimming Complex and 384 four-room flats, to house the participants.  
 Dec. – Construction commencement of HDB’s 7th new town, Ang Mo Kio (pop. 200,000 
220,000). First introduction of prototype new model of commercial provision based on 
three levels of hierarchy – town center, neighborhood center, and precinct shops.  
1974   April 15-19 – Southeast Asian Low Cost Housing Conference.  
 Dec. – Construction commencement of HDB’s 8th new town – Clementi (projected 
population: 125,000-150,000) 
 The Toa Payoh Town Garden opened.  
 Start of supplementary bus service in Toa Payoh new town.  
 URA became an independent body under the MND.  
 People’s Park Center designed by Ng Chee Sen opened.  
1975  Launch of fourth five-year building program with a target of 125,000-150,000 new flats 
by 1980.  
 Publication of Stephen Yeh’s Public Housing in Singapore: A Multi-disciplinary Study, 
as well as the second edition of the Residents’ Handbook.  
 Publication of Planning and Design Manual 
 Implementation of Landscape Guidelines 
 13,000 foreign and local visitors to HDB estate 
 400 students visited the HDB under the “Getting to know the HDB” scheme 
 Introduction of the Housing & Urban Development Co. (Pte.) Ltd. (HUDC) – jointly 
owned by HDB and URA. Its main objective was to fill the gap in the housing market for 
middle-income housing.  




1976   50% of Singapore’s population of 2.4 million lived in HBD flats.  
 May 31-June 11 – UN Habitat Conference on Human Settlements at Vancouver, 
Canada. 
 Singapore resigned from the Socialist International.  
 Completion of Futura Apartments by Timothy Seow and Pearl Bank Apartments by 
ArchUrban.  
 Dec. – PAP won all 69 seats at the General Election.  
1977  Construction commenced for Hougang New Town (Neighborhood 1-3 completed in 
1983; Neighborhood 9 completed in 2000) 
1978  Feb. – HDB unveiled the design for the S$12-millon Kreta Ayer Complex (opened in 
June 1983).   
 First nationwide bird-singing contest held at the Toa Payoh Town Garden.  
1979   Fifth five-year building program with a target of 90,000 – 105,000 new flats.  
 64 percent of the population lived in HDB flats. It was estimated that by 1985, three 
quarters of the total population would be housed in HDB flats.  
 Launch of the Precinct Planning concept – 4 to 8 blocks sharing common spaces and 
facilities to allow closer connection within the community – as the model for subsequent 
housing estates.  
 HDB completed almost 20 mega-block complexes comprising a commercial podium 
and residential blocks above.  
 The new Kreta Ayer People’s Theater reopened.  
 Sep. – Launch of the “Speak Mandarin Campaign.”  
 Launch of the second industrial revolution based on foreign investment capital 
 Singapore became the world’s second busiest port in terms of shipping tonnage.  







Map of Singapore showing the industrial estates and housing estates in 1981 
 
 





Map of Singapore showing the location of parks by the Parks and Recreation Division, 1974 
 
 
Redrawn by author from NAS, 10 Years that Shaped a Nation (2008), 127.  
 
	  
